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This case study examined a multi-college community college district in northern 
California in a primarily rural area, to understand how their practices compared to 
management best practices designed to improve student success, barriers that may exist 
in implementing best practices, and how the institution may improve its own practices.   
The problem stated in this research is as follows:  Despite low degree completion 
and transfer rates, current management philosophies in California community colleges 
place priority on access over student success; leading to the purpose of this study:  to 
investigate management decision-making as it relates to improving student success in 
community college.   
The research study was conducted as a qualitative case study to collect and 
compare data among the executives, faculty, and students regarding their views of student 
success. The case study method provided the opportunity for triangulation of data from 
multiple sources of evidence, as this study utilized document collection, field 
observations and notes, semi-structured interviews, and focus groups for data collection. 
  v 
The research methodology resulted in five distinct findings as follows: a) 
management decisions have been primarily budget focused and reactionary, b) leadership 
focus in the area of student success has been lacking, c) the institution offers a wide array 
of programs for at-risk populations, d) these programs are not well integrated, and e) the 
institution has not developed a practice of using data for decision making.  
Six recommendations for action emerged from the data collection and findings as 
follows: 1) Assess the impact of the vision statement on the outcomes to the institution; 
2) Develop an institutional definition of student success and stakeholder discussions and 
incorporate the definition into the governance structure within the institution; 3) Develop 
a framework for management decision-making consistent with the Board vision 
statement; 4) Utilize standardized data to evaluate all programs, services, and decisions 
within the institution; 5) Develop a multi-year agenda for achieving student success; and 
6) Develop full integration of student services programs across the institution. 
These findings and recommendations are significant in that there are relatively 
few studies on effective management practices that improve student success in California 
Community Colleges. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction 
Community colleges hold a prominent place in American higher education.  
Emphasizing the critical role community colleges play, President Obama in a White 
House statement (2010), noted, ―As the largest part of the nation’s higher education 
system, community colleges enroll more than six million students and are growing 
rapidly.  They feature affordable tuition, open admission policies, flexible course 
schedules, and convenient locations‖ (para. 1). 
The open admissions policies referred to by the President have long been called 
―open-door‖ policies.  According to the American Association of Community Colleges 
(1998): 
From the very first, these institutions, often called ―the people’s colleges,‖ have 
stirred an egalitarian zeal among their members. The open door policy has been 
pursued with an intensity and dedication comparable to the populist, civil rights, 
and feminist crusades. (p. 5) 
 
In traditional open-door systems, degree completion and transfer is expected to be 
relatively low (Moore & Shulock, 2007; Roueche & Baker, 1987). ―Nationally, only 
about half of community college students complete a certificate or degree within eight 
years of their enrollment in college‖ (College Board, 2008, p. 30).  Wild and Ebbers 
(2002) asserted retention rates in community colleges are considerably lower than those 
in four-year institutions.  ―Retention has been researched for nearly forty years yet 
substantial gains in student retention have been hard to come by‖ (Tinto, 2006, p. 2). 
Due to community college affordability and ease of access, the student population 
has traditionally been weighted toward ―at-risk‖ populations.  To retain students, 
particularly at-risk students, targeted services such as intrusive advising (Backhus, 1989), 
2 
 
personal tutoring, extended library access, as well as the fostering of learning 
communities and cohort groups, are requisite (Tinto & Pusser, 2006; Wild &Ebbers, 
2002).  
Beyond the notion of open-door policies, economic pressures have created tension 
between open access to higher education and the high cost of the intensive student 
support services needed by at-risk populations to succeed.  Tinto (2006) explained, ―The 
environment for higher education has changed from one of plenty to one of diminishing 
resources‖ (p. 2).  As Goldrick-Rab (2010) suggested, ―Dependence on state and local 
funds makes colleges particularly susceptible to fluctuations in the economy‖ (p. 443). 
In addition to fighting on-going economic pressures and balancing access with 
retention, community colleges are also dealing with a shift in student demographics 
(Shannon & Smith, 2006).  Across the nation, the U.S. population is becoming 
increasingly diverse due to increased immigration (Kirsch, Braun, Yamamoto, & Sum, 
2007). ―In recent years, foreign immigration to the United States has reached levels not 
seen in almost a century. This immigrant population has contributed at an increasingly 
high rate to the nation’s population growth‖ (Kirsch et al., 2007, p. 18).This population 
shift is impacting community college student populations.  According to Tinto (2006), 
underrepresented populations are attending college at a higher rate than previous 
generations.  
Due to the changing demographics of the United States, we must focus our efforts 
on improving postsecondary access and success among those populations who 
have previously been underrepresented in higher education, namely low-income 
and minority students, many of whom will be the first in their families to go to 
college.  (Tinto, 2006, p. 2) 
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The challenges created between access, retention, economic pressures, and 
changing demographics have caused a shift in the research.  Over the previous four 
decades, research focused on the student condition and the factors attributable to the 
student, such as motivation, ability, and academic preparedness (Tinto, 2006).  However, 
the more recent trend in research has shifted in focus to the relationship of student 
success and institutional factors, as well as management practices leading to improved 
student success.  
Achieving the Dream (2006) is a national initiative, funded by a grant from the 
Lumina Foundation out of an interest in increasing student success in community 
colleges in light of them being open-access institutions. Achieving the Dream, Inc. is 
described on their website as a national nonprofit organization dedicated to helping more 
community college students, particularly low-income students and students of color, stay 
in school and earn a college certificate or degree (Achieving the Dream, 2006).  The 
Achieving the Dream initiative and its related research identified a framework of 
management practices in high-performing institutions related to student success (Jenkins, 
2006, 2011; Rutschow et al., 2011). 
In understanding the shift in the research from a focus on retention to the current 
focus on student success, it is helpful to understand the operational definition of student 
success. ―Student success‖ has been defined in many ways. Bailey, Calcagno, Jenkins, 
Kienzl, and Leinbach (2005) defined student success as ―the individual student 
probability of completing a certificate or degree or transferring to a baccalaureate 
institution‖ (p. 1).  Alternatively, Alfred (1992) suggested student success ―consists of 
many things such as transfer, job placement, degrees and certificates, achieving personal 
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goals, and so forth‖ (p. 5).  Due to the varied definitions of student success proffered by 
experts in the field, for the purposes of this study, student success is defined as degree 
attainment or transfer to a baccalaureate institution.  
The backdrop of community college circumstances on a national level serves to 
provide a framework for the focus of this study.  The notion of open admissions (open-
door) principles of national community colleges is a cornerstone of California 
Community Colleges as well. In California, the Master Plan for higher education outlines 
universal access for every adult (Hayward, Jones, McGuinness, & Timar, 2004).  The 
California Community College provided access to 2.7million students in 2009-2010 
(California Community Colleges Chancellors Office [CCCCO], 2011).  This number of 
students is significant as a percentage, ―In all, about 73% of California’s public 
undergraduates‖ attend community college (Moore &Shulock, 2007, p. 1).  The focus on 
access has not necessarily led to improvements in degree completion and transfer (Moore 
&Shulock, 2007).  While enrolling a significant number of students, the California 
Community College system produces a relatively low percentage of students who attain 
degrees and transfer to baccalaureate institutions (Bracco & Callan, 2002; Brock, 
LeBlanc & MacGregor, 2005).  
The California Community College system also parallels the national funding 
patterns. Until the early 1990s, California Community Colleges enjoyed relatively stable 
funding.  From 1992 to 1994, the state’s fiscal crisis led to reduced funding, and another 
recession in 2001 led to further reduced funding (Bracco & Callan, 2002).According to 
Heyward et al. (2004), ―California is facing this potentially substantial increase in 
demand at the same time it is coping with its largest fiscal crisis in more than a decade‖ 
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(p. vii). Consider that since 2008, California’s financial troubles have been further 
exacerbated by the economic downturn persisting to the time this was written. ―At a time 
when Californians are looking for reforms that will improve student achievement, more 
Californians are seeing the direct effect of the state’s budget problems on children, 
teachers, and resources in their local schools‖ (Baldassare, Bonner, Paluch, & Petek, 
2010a, p. 3).   
In concert with budgetary woes, and reflecting the national trend on foreign 
immigration, California is also experiencing a population shift.  This population shift is 
concurrent with increased enrollment demand.  Enrollment projections for California 
Community Colleges in 2000 called for an increase of 529,000 students by 2010 
(California Postsecondary Education Commission [CPEC], 2010). According to the 
ARCC report (2010), this increase did, in fact, materialize. More than half the enrollment 
increase was projected to be from a minority population, primarily Hispanic (Heyward et 
al., 2004). Moore and Shulock (2007) noted the Hispanic population is particularly 
challenging as historically, it has the lowest degree attainment of all populations in 
California.  Updated reports by the CPEC (2010) projected the community college 
system would experience enrollment increases of 16.4% from 2008 to 2019.   
Similar to national efforts undertaken through the ongoing Achieving the Dream 
initiative, California has two initiatives to enhance student achievement. The first is the 
Student Success Task Force authorized by California Senate Bill 1143 (2010).The 
purpose of this task force was to examine best practices and effective models within 
higher education throughout the nation to improve educational achievements in 
California (California Community Colleges Task Force on Student Success [CCCTFSS], 
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2011).  The second is the Commission on the Future (CoTF; 2010) sponsored by the 
Community College League of California. The purpose of this Commission is to identify 
policy and practice changes that may increase student success in community colleges by 
2020. 
Statement of the Problem Researched 
Despite low degree completion and transfer rates, current management 
philosophies in California community colleges place priority on access over student 
success.  
Purpose and Significance of the Problem 
Purpose 
The purpose of this study was to investigate management decision-making as it 
related to improving student success in community college. The open-access ethos 
existing in the California Community College system creates pressure to eliminate the 
very high-cost, intensive services shown to foster improved student success (Shulock& 
Moore, 2007b). Management strategies promoting student success are increasingly 
critical in a climate in which a shift in student demographics calls for more intensive 
student support and funding is severely limited.  ―The most significant challenge facing 
community colleges is a changing world in which their most attractive asset—the 
commitment to student access—must now be matched with a commitment to student 
success‖ (College Board, 2008, p. 7). 
Significance 
Lumina Foundation (2010) research noted, ―The U.S. has fallen from first in the 
world in the proportion of adults that hold two- or four-year college degrees to fourth‖ (p. 
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3).  While the U.S. continues to fall in world comparisons for degree attainment, 
conversely the need for skilled labor increases, ―fully 60 percent of jobs in the U.S will 
require postsecondary education by 2018‖ (Lumina Foundation, 2010, p. 4). 
President Obama, in his White House policy statement (2010), set two national 
goals to be reached by 2020.  First, he called for America to once again have the highest 
proportion of college graduates in the world, and secondly, he called upon community 
colleges to produce an additional5 million graduates. The impact community colleges 
may have relative to addressing degree attainment and building skilled labor is best 
summarized by Engle and Tinto (2008). 
Given the pressure to remain competitive in the global knowledge economy, it is 
in our shared national interest to act now to increase the number of students who 
not only enter college, but more importantly earn their degrees, particularly 
bachelor’s degrees.  (p.2) 
 
Lumina’s work suggested, ―Talent is the key, and higher education is the lever for 
developing it‖ (Lumina Foundation, 2010, p. 6).  Further supporting White House policy 
and Lumina research findings, Johnson (2010) asserted economic projections show over 
40% of jobs in California will require a minimum of a Bachelors degree.  Clearly degree 
attainment and transfer through four-year institutions is critical to reaching these goals.  
Engle and Tinto (2008) found the greatest majority of students entering the 
community college system were more likely to come from households with incomes 
below $25,000 per household.  Primarily, the students would also be from minority 
populations of first-generation college students, older than the average college student, 
academically underprepared for college level work, and largely English-as a-second-
language (ESL) learners (CCCTFSS, 2011; EdSource, 2010; Shannon & Smith, 2006).  
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The at-risk nature of the continuing population shift and the low degree attainment 
corresponds with a widening wealth gap as well. According to Kochhar, Fry, and Taylor 
(2011), the wealth gap among Whites, Blacks, and Hispanics has risen to record highs.  
In looking at 1984 data, Kochhar et al. (2011) determined the wealth gap between Whites 
and Blacks stood at 12:1.  Comparing Whites to Hispanics, their data showed an 8:1 gap.  
However, by 2009, they determined the gap had risen to 19:1 and 15:1, respectively. By 
2011, the median wealth of White households stood at 18 times that of Hispanic 
households (Kochhar et al., 2011). 
In addition to the positive economic impact skilled workers bring, the moral 
imperative exists for California to improve the social mobility of its citizens. ―The 
broader societal benefits of investment in higher education also are fundamental to the 
well-being of our nation‖ (Baum & Ma, 2007, p. 6).Shulock (2011) agreed stating, ―a 
knowledge economy has emerged and post secondary education has become more 
important for broad sectors of the population in order to sustain the state’s 
competitiveness‖ (p. 5). 
While the earning gap exists along ethnic and racial lines, a similar gap exists 
relative to degree earners and non-degree earners.  ―During their working lives, typical 
college graduates earn over 60 percent more than typical high school graduates, and those 
with advanced degrees earn two to three times as much as high school graduates‖ (Baum 
& Ma, 2007, p. 8).Therefore, emphasizing student success will simultaneously feed the 
demand for skilled workers while improving earning power for traditionally 
underrepresented populations. In addition, a greater societal benefit is also associated 
with college graduation.  ―Moreover, adults with higher levels of education are more 
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likely to engage in organized volunteer work, to vote, and to donate blood; they are also 
more likely to live healthy lifestyles‖ (Baum & Ma, 2007, p. 8). 
California Community Colleges may have a significant impact on degree 
completion as they ―are the single largest postsecondary system in the country, serving 
nearly a quarter of all community college students‖ (EdSource, 2010, p. 1).  As such, it is 
imperative this system implements effective management strategies that produce well-
educated college graduates. 
The California Community College system is indispensable to any effort to 
increase degree production, given that nearly three-quarters of the state’s public 
undergraduates attend community colleges. Rates of completion must increase in 
the CCC in order to ensure that there are enough educated adults to maintain the 
social and economic health of the state.  (Moore &Shulock, 2007, p.iv) 
 
The Little Hoover Commission, an independent state oversight agency charged to 
review and investigate state government operations has taken an interest in California’s 
ability to create student success.  In providing testimony to the Little Hoover 
Commission, Shulock (2011) compared California to other states, noting California is 
―…falling precipitously in its ranking in the percent of its population with college 
degrees, as it is failing to educate young generations of Californians to the level of older 
generations‖ (p. 2). According to the California Public Policy Institute, California faces 
projections of ―increased need for college educated workers in the state and rapid 
population growth‖ (Baldassare, Bonner, Paluch, &Petek, 2010b, p.5), emphasizing the 
need for improved student success in California to support President Obama’s goals. 
Student success, translated to degree attainment and transfer to a four-year 
institution, has a significant moral and economic impact.  Gains in student success have 
the potential to close attainment and earning gaps, provide for healthier societies and fuel 
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the U.S. economic engine.  Management practices improving degree completion and 
transfer will provide the economy with the necessary skilled labor force necessary to help 
keep California and the U.S. competitive. To investigate management decision-making as 
it relates to improving student success in community college three research questions 
were established for this study as mentioned in the next segment. 
Research Questions 
This study explored the following research questions: 
1. How do best practices in the area of student success compare to the current 
practices being implemented in the site institution? 
2. What do internal constituents perceive to be barriers to implementing best 
practices? 
3. What might senior executives do to improve student success practices? 
Conceptual Framework 
The community college faces many challenges related to student success.  A 
confluence of factors combines to create circumstances in which student success may be 
increased or diminished.  The focus of this study was drawn from the foundation of three 
major research streams creating the conceptual framework of the study.  The three 
research streams are a) access, b) the changing demographics of the student population, 
and c) management best practices for student success.   
Researcher Stance 
As a community college executive, the researcher believes this study is important.  
While the research may inform decision-making of future executives and hopefully will 
fill a gap in existing literature, as a first-generation student who attended a community 
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college, I personally value the potential existing within the California Community 
Colleges.  My philosophical assumptions are founded in an epistemological view, 
focusing on collaboration and the richness provided in multiple perspectives.  These 
multiple perspectives are well represented in a setting as diverse as the community 
college.  As a social constructivist, I seek to understand the world in which I live and 
work (Creswell, 2007); hence, this study, conducted at a research site with which I have 
intimate ties, is particularly appropriate. This case study reflects my particular interest in 
choosing the method that best fits what I wish to study in the world, the place where I 
work, and the community in which I live.  
Experiential Knowledge 
I have been an executive in the California Community College system for over a 
dozen years.  I have personally observed the system and its executives focusing limited 
financial resources toward access to higher education, and, in the process, inadvertently 
reducing students’ abilities to succeed. In my view, community colleges in California do 
a wonderful job of inviting students in and creating the belief that college success is 
eminent.  
Unfortunately, I have also observed the lack of degree completion, certificate 
attainment, and transfer among community college students at my campus.  On a regular 
basis, I witness students who drop out of college and owe loans back to the institution 
without completion of their coursework, much less a degree.  Not only have the students 
not achieved their goals and improved their capacity to earn and provide for their 
families, they are further in debt. 
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I feel fortunate to have the opportunity to make a wonderful contribution to 
society by working in one of the largest systems of higher education in the world, 
enrolling nearly 3 million students.  Unfortunately, I am at the same time disappointed by 
the fact that over half the students who enter our system do not ever reach their goal of 
degree completion or transfer.     
My personal commitment is to creating a better situation for student success by 
identifying the gaps in the system with a goal of creating higher levels of degree and 
program achievement.  In 2011, I volunteered for and was appointed to serve on the 
―Commission on the Future‖ (CoTF), sponsored by the California League of Community 
Colleges.  This commission was formed in 2010 with the purpose of focusing on research 
and best practices for student success that may be implemented within the California 
Community College system.  As a member of the Commission, I am better positioned to 
both inform and be informed. 
The last, most important stance for me as a researcher is the connection the 
California Community College system has with students of underrepresented 
demographics.  I have served on the Statewide Equity and Diversity Task Force for many 
years.  I have worked as the Equal Employment Officer for two different community 
college districts and have an intense interest in our system providing greater opportunities 
for students from the populations most needing our services to improve their lives and the 
lives of their families. 
Conceptual Framework for Three Research Streams 
There is a confluence of factors creating circumstances in which student success 
is being diminished.  The focus of this study was three streams of theory, research, and 
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policy related to access, the changing demographics of the student population, and 
management practices enhancing student success.  Figure 1indicates the three streams of 
research in this study including significant authors of research relative to each respective 
stream. 
 
Figure 1.Streams of research. 
 
 
Each of the research streams are explored at a high level here and explained in more 
depth in Chapter2. 
Access. Discussions of student success are generally balanced against the notion 
of open-access or open-door policies.  The community college mission is built on low 
Access:
Bailey et al. (2005)
Brock et al. (2005)
Goldrick-Rab (2010)
Management 
Practices:
Jenkins (2011)
Kuh (2005)
Tinto (2006)
Changing 
Demographics:
Engle and Tinto (2008)
Hayward et al. (2004)
Kirsch et al. (2007)
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tuition, convenient location, flexible scheduling, an open-door admissions policy, and 
programs and services designed to support at-risk students with a variety of social and 
academic barriers to postsecondary success (Brock et al., 2005). While it is part of the 
mission of community colleges to focus on support for at-risk populations, open-door 
policies historically have taken precedent.  
Changing demographics. The ethnic minority and low-income, first-generation 
students noted by Brock et al. (2005) are a significant contributing factor to the nature of 
community colleges.  ―Low income, Black and Hispanic students are increasingly 
concentrated in public two year institutions‖ (Wellman, Desrochers & Lenihan, 2008, p. 
16). 
Management practices.  Tinto (2003) noted management practices and 
commitment are the cornerstones to the student success agenda, stating: 
First and perhaps most important, institutional commitment is a condition for 
student success.  Simply put, institutions that are committed to the goal of 
increasing student success, especially among low-income and underrepresented 
students, seem to find a way to achieve that end.  (p. 6) 
 
Kuh (2005) described that leaders in institutions set on moving the student 
success agenda ensure all parts of the organization are aware of and engaged in student 
success.  He suggested it is done by leadership having student success be prominent in 
the vision and mission of the institution and having programs, services, and resources 
aligned to student success.  Jenkins (2011) agreed with Tinto and Kuh, defining 
management and leadership practices leading to enhanced student success:  leadership 
with a strong focus on student success, well coordinated and proactive student support 
services, targeted programs for at-risk students, and strong institutional culture.   
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Definition of Terms 
The following terms are used in this study and indicate general and specific 
applicability to the community college system of education.  
ARCC Report 
An annual report documenting data relative to a performance framework for 
California Community Colleges as established by Assembly Bill 1417 
At-risk 
A combination of factors to include socioeconomic status, enrollment status, and 
college preparedness that leads to risk of non-completion 
Attrition 
Reduction in an institution’s student population as a result of transfers, dropouts, 
or withdrawal from enrollment 
Basic Skills 
A common term in California that appears in state regulations and the names of 
major initiatives; it is used here in that context. 
Board of Governors (BOG) 
A 17-member board appointed by the governor that sets policy and provides 
guidance for the California Community Colleges 
Board of Governors (BOG) Fee Waiver 
A full fee waiver of enrollment fees to California Community College students 
College Preparation, College Preparedness 
A student’s ability to comprehend and complete college-level academic work 
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College Student Success 
A dynamic, moving-target construct signifying a student has achieved a stated 
goal, which may not necessarily be a college degree but may include only a set of 
courses, a technical objective, or a field-of-study certification 
Commission on the Future (CoTF) 
A commission developed by the Community College League of California to 
study effective policy and practice changes that would enable greater student 
success 
Community College(s) 
Two-year institutions offering postsecondary education ranging from specialized 
certificates in technical training to two-year transfer college degrees of general 
studies or highly professional fields 
English as a Second Language (ESL) Learner 
A student learning in English but whose native language is other than English 
Faculty 
Specific to this study, faculty are classified as those individuals with primary, 
secondary, or tertiary responsibility in the classroom as the instructor of record 
within the community college system of education.  
First-generation Student 
A student of which neither parent has obtained a college degree 
Focus Group 
An interview on a topic with a group of people who have knowledge of the topic 
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Full-time Equivalent Students (FTES) 
A unit to measure student enrollment in non-compulsory education where 
students may enroll part- or full-time. For example, two half-time students equal 1 
FTES (.5 +.5 = 1.0 FTES). 
IPEDS 
A system of interrelated student data from the U.S. Department’s National Center 
for Education Statistics, gathering information from every college, university, and 
technical institution participating in Federal student financial aid programs 
Leadership 
The individuals who are the leaders in an organization, regarded collectively as 
the Governing Board, management of the institution and the stakeholder groups 
appointed leadership such as Academic Senate presidents and union presidents.  
Leaders have overall responsibility and authority to set institutional policy and 
strategic direction 
Low-income 
An individual whose family’s taxable income for the preceding year did not 
exceed 150% of the poverty level amount 
Management 
The executives and managers who have the authority and responsibility to make 
decisions for the institution 
Management Decision Making 
The act of implementing decisions impacting the institution 
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Management Practices 
Methods and techniques of exercising decisions to achieve the objectives of the 
institution 
Open-door Policies 
Within the community college system of education, open-door policies are those 
policies and practices that afford open access to all students.  
Students 
Individuals enrolled in the college in any course, program of study, or activity for 
academic purposes 
Student Success Task Force (SSTF) 
A 20-member task force comprised of experienced community college leaders 
established pursuant to Senate Bill 1143, which sought to identify best practices 
for promoting student success. 
Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations of the Study 
The following assumptions and limitations are pertinent to the proposed study: 
Assumptions 
It is assumed respondents responded honestly to the interview and respondents 
participated in good faith and not for the perceived notion of reward by the site institution 
or principle researcher. 
Limitations 
Limitations for this study are based on factors not controlled by the researcher.  
As this study confined itself to interviewing and analyzing data from faculty and 
management at a small rural northern California community multi-college district, results 
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may not be generalizable across all community colleges.  Additionally, despite the 
confidentiality and anonymity provisions of the research, respondents’ responses may be 
biased due to their perceptions that there was a ―correct answer‖ to the semi-structured 
interview questions. The study results were limited to the respondents’ particular 
understanding of ―student success.‖ 
Delimitations 
Delimitations are based on those factors the researcher can control.  The first of 
which is the fact that the research, while done at a multi-college site, does not take into 
account multiple colleges.  As the research study is based on policy-level issues 
encompassing both colleges, this study does not address particular college issues.  
Additionally, student focus groups were developed through convenience.  Purposeful 
random sampling may have resulted in a group of students known to each other and with 
similar view but not necessarily representative of the composition of the entire student 
population.  This study is also delimited to student success and issues related to student 
success in community colleges, not higher education as a whole.  Retention and student 
engagement, while closely related to student success, are not a component of this study. 
Summary 
This chapter outlined the context in which this research study was undertaken.  
The community college system in California faces many challenges creating tension 
between student success and access.  This tension leads to a distinct need for 
management best practices that support student success, in this case degree attainment 
and transfer.  This study primarily investigated management practices that have been 
identified, through research, to improve student success in community colleges and their 
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application and implementation in a small rural northern California community college 
district.    
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Chapter 2: The Literature Review 
Despite low degree completion and transfer rates, current executive management 
philosophies in California community colleges place priority on access over student 
success. The open-access ethos of the community college, coupled with fiscal austerity 
and a student demographic requiring more significant student support services to succeed, 
is a challenge facing executive leadership in the community colleges. Management 
practices established around these open-door policies have created a focus on access over 
success, which has led to declining degree completion and transfer rates.  In an era when 
the sustained economic vitality of the nation is dependent on significant gains in skilled 
labor, management practices leading to increased student success are critical. 
Conceptual Framework 
The community college faces many challenges as it relates to student success.  
Many factors combine to create circumstances in which student success is diminished.  
The focus of this study draws from three major research streams influencing student 
success: access, the changing demographics of the student population, and the current 
management practices for student success.   
Literature Review 
The nature of the community college is based on open-door access policies.  
These policies along with the low cost and relative flexibility of the community college 
curricula provide the entrance point for many students, many described as ―at-risk‖ 
(Engle & Tinto, 2008), low-income, first-generation, English-as a-second-language 
(ESL) learners, and the academically underprepared students.  
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Community colleges are faced with many challenges. Their vast mission and 
increased enrollment demand, coupled with the trend of declining funding, comes at a 
time when a shift toward a student population requiring high-cost, intensive services is 
afoot.  Management best practices in the area of student success and institutional 
effectiveness are emerging to address the many challenges of the open-access institution. 
Together, the research streams for this study – access, changing demographics, 
and management best practices in student success – integrate to provide the backdrop for 
community colleges, the challenges facing student success initiatives, and effective 
management practices methods for improving student success. 
Access 
Open-door policies refer to the notion of allowing access to higher education to 
any person who may benefit.  Due to their affordability, the community college is a place 
known for access and for providing a gateway to higher education for students who 
otherwise may not have an opportunity to participate in higher education.  The relatively 
low cost provides entrance for many students from low-income households, many who 
are ethnic minorities and first-generation students (Bailey et al., 2005).  The community 
college access mission is built on low tuition, convenient location, flexible scheduling, an 
open-door admissions policy, and programs and services designed to support at-risk 
students with a variety of social and academic barriers to postsecondary success (Brock et 
al., 2005).  ―Community colleges are highly regarded for their open admissions policy, 
which expands opportunities to everyone, regardless of prior advantages or 
disadvantages‖ (Goldrick-Rab, 2010, p. 438).By their very definition, open-access 
institutions are non-selective. 
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According to Roueche and Baker (1987), free education can be traced back to 
Thomas Jefferson and his advocacy for public education. After 20 years, the Morrill Land 
Grant Act established land-grant colleges providing broader access to higher education.  
―Thus, the people’s college was born‖ (p. 14).  The inspiration for the community college 
was bred out of the principles that brought rise to public elementary education for the 
masses.  Community colleges brought the notion of free education beyond just the 
elementary and high school levels. Roueche and Baker noted that as early as 1936, junior 
colleges were established to be a community institution meeting a variety of community 
needs from recreation, vocational learning, higher education, and adult education, thus 
establishing the first sense of the ―open-door‖ to colleges.  The Truman Commission on 
Higher Education in 1946 helped solidify the notion of open access providing the basic 
function of community colleges as ―providing proper education for all the people of the 
community without regard to race, sex, religion, color, geographical location or financial 
status‖ (Roueche& Baker, 1987, p. 15).   
Shannon and Smith (2006) explained that in their view, everything the community 
college does is based on the open-access notion.  They stated: 
The community colleges’ proverbial open door, which ensures access for all who 
can benefit, is the foundation on which all other community college operations 
rest. The open door concept influences admissions and enrollment processes, 
curricular structures, faculty hiring, the relationships between community colleges 
and four-year institutions, advising and counseling activities, and colleges’ 
responses to the needs of the K–12 sector, as well as those of the local economy. 
Indeed, the open door concept is critical to our understanding of the community 
college itself.  (p. 16) 
 
Shannon and Smith (2006) believe the open-door mission need not only be 
preserved but strengthened.  They outlined several threats to open access including 
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funding support and demographic shifts.  They called upon advocacy organizations to 
redouble their efforts to ensure community colleges and the open-access mission are kept 
in prominence on the political landscape because ―If there is one overarching concept that 
defines the community college, it is the open door mission‖ (p. 20). 
A discussion on access to higher education is less than complete without mention 
of the interrelation between access, retention, and student success.  Open-access policies 
encouraged broad enrollment in community colleges.  According to Waller and Tiejen-
Smith (2009), these policies have also been correlated with low student retention.  As a 
result, community colleges are continually evaluating their retention efforts.  Waller and 
Tietjen-Smith (2009) stated, ―Higher education institutions continually define and refine 
strategic initiatives to increase retention rates, often devoting countless hours and 
resources with minimal results‖ (p. 1).  They explained that having quality student 
support services available increases student retention and Tinto (as cited in Waller & 
Smith, 2009) mentioned, ―Students are more likely to persist to graduation in settings that 
provide academic, social, and personal support‖ (p. 1). 
A specific strategy creating academic and social connections at the same time is 
learning communities.  Tinto (2003) explained learning communities involve the social 
aspect of learning and bring students together in settings on the periphery of the academic 
experience.  Learning communities typically include co-registration in two thematically 
connected courses.  Learning communities change the students’ academic experiences by 
creating a collaborative learning environment in related subject areas.  This linked 
experience creates shared knowing and responsibility through interaction with peer 
students.   
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Another strategy showing improved student retention is that of intrusive advising. 
―Intrusive advising strategies are typically used with at-risk students, and are special 
techniques based on prescriptive, developmental, and integrated advising models‖ 
(Heisserer & Parette, 2002, p. 1).  Heisserer and Parette explained that one of the most 
important variables in student retention is significant contact with someone from the 
institution.  To form this close contact with students, particularly at-risk students, 
deliberate intervention on behalf of the institution has shown its effectiveness.  This 
deliberate effort increases student motivation and engagement.  Engagement leads to the 
social and academic connections critical in the persistence of at-risk students. 
Tinto (2006) explained the notion of student retention has been studied for more 
than 40 years and is one of the most widely researched phenomena in higher education.  
He explained that, in an era of constrained resources, institutions are focusing on 
retention rates and are asking critical questions about their institutional effectiveness 
relating to improved student retention.  Tinto framed student retention through the lens of 
―then and now.‖  He described when student retention was first on the horizon as a 
phenomenon; student attrition was linked to students and their failure due to their 
competency, their motivation, or some other factor relative to the individual.  However, 
the current view is retention is related to institutional effectiveness. 
The focus on institutional factors and effectiveness does not always translate to 
improved retention.  Tinto attributes this to the complex nature of higher education; ―the 
challenges institutions face are many and complex, the pressures they feel to serve many 
different and often competing ends are not trivial or easily dismissed‖ (p. 5). 
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After describing the open-access history of community colleges and their 
challenges with retention, it is important to understand open access in the context of 
California Community Colleges.  Hayward et al. (2004) wrote about the notion of open 
access in California.  They suggested California was the first state to advance a plan 
espousing the virtues of higher education opportunity to all who could benefit.  Hayward 
et al. explained that the 1960 Master Plan for Higher Education was the plan 
implementing the vision for California Community Colleges that would provide open 
access to all.  They stated the California Community College system is ―a system that has 
since become the foundation of college opportunity in the state‖ (p. v).  They further 
explained California is faced with serious issues regarding access and, as a result, 
progress through higher education is inhibited for many.   
Baldassare et al. (2010b) agreed with Hayward et al. (2004) stating, ―A key 
principle of California’s 1960 master plan for higher education was universal access to 
college for all qualified state residents‖ (p. 4).Today’s community college focus on 
access emanates from this plan, written in a time period for different economics and 
demographics.  Baldassare et al. (2010b) suggested the voting public agrees with 
Hayward et al. (2004) about the importance of access.  According to Baldassare et al. 
(2010b), 85% of Californians surveyed supported open access for individuals of the state 
who qualify and can benefit from higher education. 
Open access and student retention are interrelated.  Open-access community 
colleges do not have the opportunity to set criteria for entrance.  As such, students with 
significant challenges, those who may be underprepared academically or from non-
traditional populations enter seeking opportunity.  In these circumstances, the challenges 
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faced by the students create pressure on dropout rates and lower retention rates.  These 
two concepts combine to create the foundation of the concept of student success.  
California Community Colleges and those on a national level face the same issues with 
these two concepts. 
Changing Student Demographic 
Community colleges face a shift in the student population.  Over the recent 20 
years, the population of the nation and California is shifting from a predominantly White 
population to a far more diverse population.  Kirsch et al. (2007) explained the U.S. 
population will grow significantly in the years to come; ―The U.S. population is projected 
to grow from nearly 300 million in 2005 to more than 360 million by the year 2030.  
Certain minority groups, especially Hispanics, represent a considerable and growing 
proportion of the population‖ (p. 6).  This population growth is significant as the 
population is projected to grow from approximately 14% Hispanic in the U.S. in 2007 to 
more than 20% by 2030.  Increasingly, a large percentage of the Hispanic population 
growth will be immigrants.  Gains in population for African Americans and Asian 
Americans are expected as well, however, not to the magnitude of the Hispanic 
population gains (Kirsch et al., 2007). 
According to Engle and Tinto (2008), the national population shift is bringing 
about a shift in college enrollment, illustrated by students defined as ―at-risk.‖  The risk 
factors are also often correlated with students’ background characteristics.  ―Minority 
students, students from low-income families, students who are the first in their family to 
go to college, and other nontraditional students tend to have more risk factors than their 
peers‖ (Engle & Tinto, 2008, p. 9) and these students ―disproportionately come from 
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ethnic and racial minority backgrounds with lower levels of academic preparation‖ (p. 3).  
In 2004, low-income, first-generation students represented approximately 24% of the 
enrolled student population nationally and this percentage is increasing.  Engle and Tinto 
(2008) noted low-income, first-generation students are four times more likely to leave 
their higher education experience than students who are not.  Also, after six years, over 
40% of students presenting these risk factors had not completed a degree.  More 
alarming, 60% of those who did not complete their degree left after the first year of 
higher education.  
The transition of the student demography in the community colleges is a critical 
research stream as it relates to the ability of the system to address student success.  By 
2019, it is estimated the Latino college-going population in California will increase from 
approximately 640,000 students to 820,000 students, representing a 28% increase (CPEC, 
2010).  This change in demographics also drives a change in the need for student 
services.  Many students in the new demographic are English-as-a-second-language 
learners, first-generation students, and are underprepared in basic skill areas.  According 
to Sengupta and Jepsen (2006), even when students are of comparable age and previous 
education level, White student transfer rates to four-year institutions are double that of 
Blacks, Latinos, and those of American Indian descent.  The fact that students from 
underrepresented groups are declining in degree completion and transfer seems 
attributable to the fact that more and more of these students are entering community 
college academically and socially underprepared to succeed in college and are in need of 
greater student services at the very time that funding for these services is disappearing 
(Shulock, 2011; Tinto &Pusser, 2006).  
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Hayward et al. (2004) emphasized the changing demographics in California, 
agreeing with the CPEC analysis.  Hayward et al. (2004) stated, ―The demography of 
California, particularly of young Californians currently moving through the public 
schools, is changing rapidly. First-generation college students and students from low-
income families are attending college‖ (p. vi).Their report established estimates of the 
extensive growth in the diversity of the student population; however, the most extensive 
growth is in the Latino population.  ―Latinos will become the single largest group among 
high school graduates before the turn of the decade comprising about 44% of high school 
graduates by 2011‖ (Hayward et al., 2004, p. 12).  The increase in the Latino high school 
graduation rate is significant in its impact on the California Community College system.  
While the entire graduating high school population among Latinos will not attend 
college, it is anticipated the increased high school graduation among this population will 
lead to increased enrollment in the system, according to the California Postsecondary 
Education Commission (2010). 
Sengupta and Jepson (2006) confirmed the racial makeup of California 
Community Colleges is shifting.  From 1997 to 2003, Hispanic/Latino students, the 
second largest demographic in the system, grew by 5%.  Over the same time, the largest 
student population by ethnicity, Caucasian, dropped by 6%.  This trend is likely to 
continue as more than half of all students in California K-12 public schools are Latino 
(Thomson, 2011).  According to the Pew Hispanic Center report (2009), Latino youths 
have a lower college-going rate and ―have much higher dropout rates than other youths‖ 
(p. 48).  The dropout rates among Latino students are fractured along the lines of where 
the student was actually born.  Immigrant Latinos have far lower educational levels than 
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U.S.-born Latinos (Hayes-Bautista, 2004).  Agreeing with Hayes-Bautista (2004), 
Shulock and Moore (2007a) made the assertion these are the very students served by the 
community college, and this population generally has a misunderstanding of what it takes 
to succeed in college.  Therefore, these students require increased resources and intrusive 
student services.  The CoTF (2010) is an initiative led by the Community College League 
of California and published a report regarding student success.  This report agrees with 
Shulock and Moore (2007a) citing ―intrusive‖ student support services are necessary 
given the shift in the student population in California. 
Management Practices 
The challenges related to student success highlight the need for management best 
practices and bring the role of community college leadership into focus.  In the face of 
these significant challenges, national and state initiatives have emerged evidencing 
management best practices in student success.   
According to Alfred (1992), three major factors contributing to student success 
emerged in research almost two decades ago but are only now getting widespread 
recognition.  These factors are student goals and expectations, organizational culture, and 
student outcomes.  Alfred (1992) drew his results from a survey including over 2,000 
executives and administrators.  He sought to understand the most critical dimensions of 
student success in community colleges.  Alfred (1992) conducted his research based on 
what he described as a pressing need to understand student success and the ways 
community colleges could improve.  He noted the organizational culture was one of the 
most critical determining factors of student success.  Tinto (2003) agreed with Alfred 
(1992), highlighting the need for the strong presence of leadership and enculturation of 
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management practices leading to student success for sustainable change to occur.  
―Without such commitment, programs for student success may begin, but they rarely 
prosper over the long term‖ (Tinto, 2003, p. 6).   
Kuh (2005) described conditions mattering to student success that can be 
implemented by leaders.  In aligning with Tinto (2003), Kuh (2005) asserted leaders 
should ensure ―Student success is everybody’s business‖ (p. 2).  To do this requires 
organization from the top, from presidents, vice-presidents, provosts, and the like.  He 
explained, ―Innovations are more effective and influence more students when they spread 
horizontally to different areas and cross organizational boundaries‖ (Kuh, 2005, p. 2).  In 
ensuring efforts cross boundaries, student success should be prominent across the 
organization’s mission and vision.  Once student success has prominence in the 
organization’s vision, leaders of the organization then ―frequently remind colleagues of 
the institution’s commitment‖ (Kuh, 2005, p. 2) and then continually reinforce the 
commitment through their actions in governing board meetings, campus meetings, alumni 
gatherings and off-campus meetings as well.  Actions include scaling up policies, 
programs, and practices that work for student success.  Having programs that knit 
together tightly provides clear evidence leadership is committed to student success.  
Another major component of Kuh’s (2005) assertions is ―What is measured gets 
attention. High performing colleges and universities report on their performance and 
build feedback loops‖ (p.2).Kuh’s (2005) work is relevant to this study as it emphasizes 
the impact of leadership decision-making on student success and the key role leadership 
has in implementing best practices in student success initiatives. 
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In his research for the Lumina Foundation and the Achieving the Dream initiative, 
Jenkins (2006) suggested the shift to student success as an institutional issue has brought 
the importance of management practices into contemporary view.  Jenkins (2006) noted 
leaders committed to student success manage the institution in ways promoting systemic 
improvement in student success and place their focus on success, not just access.  These 
leaders also ensure targeted support for underperforming students through well designed 
and aligned student support services while providing faculty development and using data 
to improve instruction and student support services. 
The Community College Survey of Student Engagement (CCSSE; 2006) findings 
indicated tightly integrated programs and services improve student success.  This 
research drew on the experiences of Sinclair Community College in Ohio noting they 
reviewed literature and researched best practices to inform their Student Success 
Program.  Sinclair Community College created included tightly arranged programs and 
services using a case management approach to improve student success.  Students 
receiving coordinated effort of intensive counseling, testing, and advisement, as well as 
financial aid counseling are more prone to success. Sinclair evaluated program results on 
a quarterly basis and utilized the data to identify lessons learned to improve the outcomes 
of their program.  Sinclair Community College’s program link with the purpose and 
research questions related to this study as it provides specific reference to management 
practices for student success and potential barriers to implementation. 
Tinto and Pusser (2006) suggested, ―First and perhaps most important, 
institutional commitment is a condition for student success.  Simply put, institutions that 
are committed to the goal of increasing student success, especially among low-income 
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and underrepresented students, seem to find a way to achieve that end‖ (p. 6).  Tinto and 
Pusser (2006) explained their research was an attempt to outline institutional guidelines 
for student success.  They explained the basis for their research was the fact that despite 
decades of research on retention, little impact has been made to improve student retention 
in community colleges.  As such, their current research is an effort to investigate 
institutional issues impacting student success rather than just focus on the student 
condition.  Tinto and Pusser’s (2006) research is related to this particular study as it 
emphasizes a tight connection between management decision-making and the impact on 
sustainable improvement to student success. 
Shulock, Moore, Offenstein, and Kirlin (2008) highlighted the possibilities for 
student success in California. They provided their perspective on best practices as they 
relate specifically to California Community Colleges.  In their report, they noted, ―We 
know what works but we don’t do it‖ (p. 8).  In their view, institutional culture and 
academic/support policies in each community college contribute to strategies for 
increasing student success.  Those strategies are increased readiness, early success, 
effective enrollment patterns, clear goals/pathways, intensive student support, and using 
data to inform decisions.   
Shulock et al.’s (2008) work aligns with that of Kuh (2005) and CCSSE (2006) in 
that each of the reports focuses on the importance of management best practices.  Such 
practices mean starting with leaders creating a culture of student success and leveraging 
that culture to implement tightly interconnected programs and services and then utilizing 
data to inform continuous improvement. 
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Mills (2009) provided an example of the need for committed leadership 
documenting the experience of the Virginia Community College System (VCCS).  It 
emphasized the need for committed, strong leadership noting the change in their 
community college system was driven ―By identifying strong leadership in the system 
office and building a state team of key decision makers‖ (Mills, 2009, p. 1).  One of the 
keys to the lessons offered by the VCCS study is that committed leadership from the top 
drives student success as a culture in the organization.  The relevance of this piece to the 
research study is the connection between management decision-making and the impact 
on student success initiatives. 
Miller, Lincoln, Goldberger, Kazis, and Rothkopf (2009) echoed the experience at 
VCCS illustrated by Mills (2009).  In their research, they describe the successes and 
challenges of institutions aggressively addressing student success.  They first outlined the 
economic drivers creating a need for improved student success.  They asserted 
community colleges will play an important role in addressing economic challenges faced 
by the nation in the 21
st
 century.  Similar to most literature about community colleges, 
Miller et al. (2009) spoke to the open-door policies and wide access community colleges 
provide.  However, they went on to explain that many students from community colleges 
leave their higher education experience without getting the education they needed to 
move them along their career paths or to complete a four-year degree.  They used this 
assertion as an opportunity to review successful change in community colleges 
throughout the nation.  They used examples from five different community colleges to 
provide success stories from institutions having courageous conversations and leading 
change in student success.  In summary, Miller et al. (2009) utilized these success stories 
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to put forth their framework for improving student success: leadership, a culture of 
evidence, broad engagement, and systemic institutional change. 
Bradley and Blanco (2010) utilized research in the area of student success and 
examined 15 institutions with confirmed successful approaches to improving student 
success.  This research was designed ―to emphasize that institutions can increase degree 
completion and to give institutions and policy-makers recommendations for promoting 
greater student success‖ (Bradley & Blanco, 2010, p. 2).  In this report, Bradley and 
Blanco outlined the most common factors found in high-performing institutions in their 
research area.  A significant factor within the institutions studied was a Graduation-
Oriented Culture. Bradley and Blanco (2010) outlined that degree completion was a top 
priority of all the institutions in their research.  To drive student success as a top priority 
of the 15 institutions, leadership took the initiative to ensure a culture of student success 
spread through the fiber of the organization.  Along with ingraining a student success 
culture, the institutions researched targeted student programs that knit critical services 
such as tutoring centers, student retention and success centers, supplemental instruction, 
and orientation programs together.  The 15 institutions implemented best practices in 
their institutions and, in the process, improved student success.  
Jenkins (2006, 2011) confirmed and added to his earlier findings.  In his latest 
efforts, he researched high-performance organizations from outside higher education and 
compared their practices with high-performance institutions.  Additionally, he also 
reviewed the findings of five studies seeking to isolate management practices leading to 
superior student outcomes in undergraduate education. His analysis of the findings is 
represented in Table 1. 
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Table 1 
Jenkins Analysis of Findings 
Practices of Undergraduate Institutions with Superior Student 
Outcomes Practices of Effective Undergraduate Institutions  
Studies Identifying  
Given Practice  
Leadership with a strong focus on student success  (1), (2), (3), (4), (5) 
Well‐coordinated, proactive student support services  (2), (3), (4), (5) 
Innovation in teaching and methods for improving student success  (1), (2), (4) 
Use of data analysis to monitor student progress and guide program 
improvements  
(1), (2), (5) 
Targeted programs that provide advising and academic support 
specially designed for at‐risk students  
(2), (4), (5) 
Emphasis on engaging students, particularly in the first year  (1), (5) 
Committees or work groups that monitor and promote student 
success efforts  
(5) 
Collaboration across departments, with broadly shared responsibility 
for ensuring student success  
(5) 
Small class sizes, even in freshman introductory courses  (4) 
Strong institutional culture, particularly a willingness to see changes 
through, even if results take time to become evident  
(3) 
Key to studies: (1) Carey (2005); (2) Jenkins (2007); (3) Kuh, Kinzie, Schuh, and Whitt (2005); (4) 
Muraskin & Lee (2004); (5) Bradley and Blanco (2010).   (Source: Jenkins, 2011, p. 6)  
 
 
 
In California, the CoTF, introduced in Chapter 1, made note of observations 
similar to those of Jenkins (2011).Their report issued in 2010identified the need for 
committed leadership and accountability in order to shift the focus to student success 
within California Community Colleges.  CoTF (2010) identified specific programs and 
services leading to student success and suggested community colleges employ ―intrusive‖ 
student support services to address the shift to an at-risk student population.  The 
Commission identified several institutions with strong leadership support and employing 
promising practices within California Community Colleges. While phrased differently, 
their findings aligned with each of the points put forward by Jenkins’s (2011) research for 
Achieving the Dream.  CoTF’s (2010) work is closely related to the research questions 
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proposed in this study and is in the exploratory stages with a goal to identify management 
best practices in the area of student success and consider how these practices may be 
implemented system-wide in the California Community Colleges. 
In an effort similar to CoTF’s, the California Community Colleges Student 
Success Task Force (2011) is also researching management best practices relative to 
student success.  The Task Force is a cross-sectional team of administrators, faculty, 
staff, and students from throughout the California Community Colleges.  Their purpose 
was to define student success, review national research on the topic, examine the current 
orientation of the California Community Colleges as it relates to student success, and, 
finally, make recommendations for improvement. This Task Force (2011) aligns with the 
principles of the Achieving the Dream initiative and the Task Force membership is 
partnering with the CoTF on their recommendations.  Their efforts are targeted to other 
student success initiatives.  Recommendations include improving college readiness, 
strengthening support for students, resource allocation in the state and within institutions, 
improving faculty development for student success, and increasing statewide and 
institutional leadership for improving student success.   
The recommendations coming from initiatives such as Achieving the Dream and 
the CoTF gain increasing importance in an era of constrained funding.  Finances are 
declining in higher education beyond the impact of the most recent recession.  Economic 
pressures are causing more tension between access and student success and causing 
greater need for concentration on management practices creating conditions that improve 
student success.  The landscape of constrained finances is an important consideration in 
management practices.  This notion is explored in association with management practices 
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to provide context for how constrained finances are pressuring the need for management 
practices improving student success. 
On the world stage, competition abounds for discretionary funding in state and 
national budgets.  So much so, that in 1994, the World Bank declared higher education 
was in a worldwide crisis (Johnstone, 2007).  Johnstone (2007) outlined the intense 
competition for public dollars between the areas of health care, infrastructure 
development, and primary education and suggested this has created significant 
competition for public dollars to fund higher education.   
Katsinas, Tollefson, and Reamey (2008) agreed with Johnstone.  Their report 
posited that changing state revenues are national driving concerns about the future 
stability of public funds and state investment in higher education.  They identified strong 
competition for scarce tax dollars in nearly every state in the nation due to the fact that 
higher education is the largest ―discretionary‖ item in almost every state (Katsinas et al., 
2008), and the extended recession became a significant driver of budgetary decisions.  
They noted, ―because the survey was administered before the January 2008 meltdown of 
the mortgage lending industry, the responses related to key budget drivers may understate 
declines in revenue due to recession‖ (p. 3). 
California Community Colleges are not immune to the trends of reduced funding 
for higher education that exist globally and nationally.  Funding in the California 
Community College is challenged. Hayward et al. (2004) explained the funding 
challenge, ―projected growth is hitting the community college system at the same time 
that resources to respond to the need are declining‖ (p. 14).  Hayward et al. (2004) further 
explained, ―the eight year projection indicates that revenues from the current tax structure 
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would not fund a current services budget‖ (p. 14) referring to the State of California and 
its funding of the California Community Colleges.  Hayward et al. (2004) noted that aside 
from the economic woes of recession, ―there was a rapidly increasing number of 
unfunded enrollments in some districts‖ (p. 15), meaning there are more students in terms 
of FTES enrolled in the community colleges than are funded in the state budget. 
Anagnoson (2005) indicated California accounts for 15% of state higher 
education spending nationwide. He noted that in 2003, most states reduced education 
spending in the higher education sector, but California reduced its spending nearly 10% 
from the previous budget year, with only seven states in the nation cutting higher 
education finances deeper.  These cuts came during a reasonable funding year for 
California Community Colleges and prior to the most current recession.   
Shulock and Moore (2007b) explained the State of California, even in better fiscal 
times, funded community colleges on a per student basis, at less than 20% the level of the 
California State University system and less than 50% the level of funding for the 
University of California system.  Beyond comparisons to other sectors of higher 
education, Shulock and Moore (2007b) explained the community colleges’ expansive 
mission is not sufficiently funded for the breadth of the mission expected of them;―the 
remedial mission served by community colleges is not something that can be done on the 
cheap‖ (p. 7).  Shulock and Moore (2007) emphasized: 
The students increasingly served by community colleges are those who require 
more, not fewer, institutional resources, because they bring with them such 
limited understanding of the dimensions of college success.  Not only do they 
need quality classroom instruction, but they need a full array of support services 
to sustain their academic careers.  (p. 7) 
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They explained community colleges need more institutional resources to provide the 
appropriate services for their students.  They stated, ―The comparatively low level of 
funding in the CCC puts a premium on the effective use of those limited resources‖ 
(Shulock& Moore, 2007b, p. 6). 
Summary and Conclusions 
The community college faces many challenges relating to student success.  A 
confluence of factors combines to create circumstances in which student success is 
diminished.  This study drew from the conceptual framework and the three streams of 
research. Access and open-door policies are long standing pillars of community colleges.  
Generations of community college faculty and administrators have developed their 
experience and knowledge in the shadow of this historical approach existing in the most 
democratic higher education system.  While access is vital, it is in direct conflict with the 
declining economic support to community colleges.   
These challenges are significant enough for the community colleges in and of 
themselves.  Compounding these challenges is the increasing percentage of at-risk 
students.  At-risk student populations are no longer special cohorts; rather, they have 
become a significant percentage of the student population.  This population requires 
substantial intensive student support services to complete their degrees or transfer.  When 
pitted against access, a cornerstone of community colleges, student success has taken a 
second position.   
The first two research streams, access and the changing demographics, bring rise 
to the third stream of management best practices for student success.  Management best 
practices are significantly impacted by the notion of open access. Currently, access is 
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given priority over student success.  Access, meaning opportunity to enroll in higher 
education, is placed in a priority position over the critical services leading to improved 
student success.  Therefore, while enrollment opportunities are left whole, services for 
assisting students in completing their goal are reduced.  This is particularly true given the 
austere fiscal climate.  Compounding the fiscal climate and open-access ethos, the 
changing demographic is leading to greater enrollment of students who are ―at-risk,‖ 
those needing even more services leading to student success.  With an increased 
population of at-risk students and reduced funding, management practices leading to 
improved student success are even more critical.  Management practices striking a 
balance between access, funding, and the needs of the student population are key to 
improving student success.    
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Chapter 3: Research Methodology 
Introduction 
The purpose of this study was to investigate why, despite relatively low degree 
completion and transfer rates, current executive management philosophies in the 
California Community Colleges place priority on access over student success. As noted 
earlier, for purposes of this study, student success is defined as degree attainment or 
transfer to a baccalaureate institution.   
Many specific strategies leading to student support have been researched and 
documented; yet, the open-access ethos existing in the California Community College 
system creates pressure to eliminate the types of services improving student success.  The 
strategies promoting student success are more critical in a climate where the demographic 
shift requires more intensive student support, but funding limitations are creating pressure 
to focus primarily on access.  Current executive management philosophies in community 
colleges focus on access while paying less attention to student success.  As a result, 
degree completion and transfer rates are declining. 
To address the problem of low degree completion and transfer rates and why 
current executive management philosophies in California community colleges place 
priority on access over student success, the following questions were addressed: 
1. How do best practices in the area of student success compare to the current 
practices being implemented in the site institution? 
 
2. What do internal constituents perceive to be barriers to implementing best 
practices? 
 
3. What might senior executives do to improve student success practices? 
 
43 
 
To address these questions, a qualitative case study was conducted. The case study 
method provides the opportunity for triangulation or gathering of multiple sources of 
evidence (Yin, 2009).  A case study method is appropriate for this study, as the system is 
bound (Creswell, 2007) within a single community college district.  The research was 
conducted at a rural community college district in northern California.  The research site 
is comprised of two colleges and serves approximately 15,000 students annually. The 
remainder of this chapter provides further detail about the site and target population and a 
detailed description of the methodology, specific data collection methods, and rationale 
for their selection.  
Site and Population 
Site Description 
The site selected for this research is that of a rural community college district in 
northern California.  The institution was founded in the early 1900s and has two colleges 
and three outreach centers.  The District is relatively large geographically, dispersed over 
4000 square miles in portions of more than five different counties.  The institution 
provides transfer education and associates degree opportunities in over 90 programs to 
the residents of those counties.   
By way of enrollment, the district is considered ―medium sized.‖  In 2009, the 
research site district had over 8000 Full-time Equivalent Students (FTES) and over 
15,000 unduplicated headcount.  Out of the 72 districts in the state, the enrollment of the 
research site is in the bottom third of the state.  However, in terms of service area and 
diversity of population within the service area, the District is one of the largest and most 
diverse in the state.  Several of the counties within the District have the highest 
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unemployment rates in the state as well as the lowest median income.  The population in 
some portions of the service area is over 40%Hispanic and consists of a large population 
of English-as-second-language learners.   
While the site was a convenience sample, it was appropriate for the study with 
more than 48% of the student population from underrepresented minority groups, 
including Hispanic, East Indian, and Asian.  Of the entire student population, 
approximately 30% were Hispanic (ARCC, 2009).  The chosen site had a large 
population of ―at-risk‖ students that were low-income, first-generation, and English-as-
second-language learners.  Over 70% of the students attending within the District 
received some sort of financial assistance.  Over 50% of the student population was 
provided a Board of Governors (BOG) fee waiver from the State of California.  This fee 
waiver is an indication of the students’ inabilities to pay the fees for entry to a community 
college according to a set criteria based on family income.  
Site Access 
Site access was approved, in writing, by the Chancellor/CEO of the District based 
on Institutional Review Board approval from Drexel University.  Site access was granted 
to the researcher by the Chancellor with the understanding that the researcher was an 
employee of the District at the time of the study.  While site access was not a barrier, the 
participation of the internal community may have been affected by the biases of 
employees reluctant to participate in research being conducted by an internal member of 
the District’s management team; this is addressed later in the ethical considerations 
portion of the this chapter. 
45 
 
Population Description 
The target population studied was drawn from the current population of students, 
faculty, and administration within the research site.  The total population of senior 
administrators was seven including the Chancellor, two Vice Chancellors, two Presidents, 
and two Vice Presidents of the two campuses.  Full-time faculty totaled 110, including 
both teaching and student services faculty.  The student population was approximately 
8,000 Full-time Equivalent (FTE) students and approximately 15,000 actual students. 
In collecting data from senior leaders, five senior leaders were interviewed 
following an interview protocol developed for a semi-structured interview (see Appendix 
A).  The interviews were conducted with the Chancellor, two college Presidents, and two 
Vice Presidents.  The same interview was conducted with two teaching faculty and again 
with two student support services faculty members. 
Research Design and Rationale 
The research study was conducted as a qualitative case study.  The research was 
completed as a single-case design (Yin, 2009) to collect and compare data among the 
administration, faculty, and students regarding their views of student success, the barriers 
to student success, and how best practices in student success may be implemented.  The 
reason this study was conducted as qualitative research is based on the fact the study’s 
purpose was to examine the phenomenon that despite low degree completion and transfer 
rates, existing executive management philosophies in California community colleges are 
placing priority on access over student success. In conducting this case study, the 
researcher was able to provide a voice to those students who depended on being heard 
through this or other research (Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003). Their silenced voices 
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(Creswell, 2007) were brought out through the study in a natural setting (Auerbach& 
Silverstein, 2003; Creswell, 2007).  Further, the case study method provides the 
opportunity for triangulation or gathering of multiple sources of evidence (Yin, 2009).  
As this study utilized document collection, field observations and notes, and semi-
structured interviews and focus groups, many opportunities were available for 
triangulation. 
Figure 2 is a graphical representation of the case study design for this study.  It 
identifies the flow of data during the course of this single-case study. 
 
 
Figure 2.Case study flow chart. 
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Research Methods 
Introduction 
The following is a list of methods utilized to collect data: 
 Document and artifact gathering 
 Interviews 
 Focus groups 
 Field notes and observations 
 
Stages of Data Collection 
Description of document gathering method.  Document and artifact gathering 
was conducted as a key component of the research study and occurred throughout the 
study.  To identify the documented practices and philosophy of the research site, 
documents such as the site’s strategic plan, the education master plans, and accreditation 
reports were collected.  Also collected were documents identifying discourse within the 
organization relative to student success, such as Board of Trustees meeting agendas and 
minutes and key internal committee agendas and minutes.  Key internal committees 
consisted of the Academic Senate, Diversity Committee, and Student Success 
Committee, in addition to the Board of Trustees.  Documents were gathered, stored, and 
analyzed based on the Document Protocol (see Appendix B).  Each document, as 
established in the protocol, was categorized by the following categories of evidence of or 
contrary to student success: The institutional vision; Institutional support; 
Coordinated/known student support programs; Data-driven decisions; 
Barriers/constraints; and Improvement. 
Instrument description. The instrument utilized to gather, store, and analyze key 
documents was the Document Protocol.  The protocol was designed to provide 
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congruence between the document and specific categories related to student success.  
Additionally, the Document Protocol is in congruence with the Interview Protocol 
(Appendix A), the Focus Group Protocol (Appendix C), and the Observation Protocol 
(Appendix D).  
Participant selection.  For document collection, participant selection is not 
applicable. 
Identification and invitation. Documents were identified through research of the 
institution’s website and Board agendas and minutes and review of the Academic Senate 
agendas and minutes.  Additionally, documents were identified through the interviews 
and focus groups.   
Data collection.  Data collection occurred as important documents were located 
through an intentional search of the site’s public website.  Additionally, documents were 
identified through convenience as they emerged in the interviews and focus groups.  Each 
document was categorized with the Document Protocol.  Documents collected included 
Board of Trustees minutes, Academic Senate minutes, institution strategic plan, and the 
educational master plan(s) of each college.   
Data analysis.  Data from documents were coded for themes and patterns relative 
to the categories listed in the protocol drawn from Jenkins’s (2011) research and that of 
Auerbach and Silverstein (2003) listed in Chapter 2, Table 1.  The themes were then 
reviewed for their occurrence in the data as well as their occurrence in combination with 
other themes.  The relative rate of occurrence of each theme established findings for the 
study. 
49 
 
Interviews.  Interviews were the most important sources of information in the 
case study (Yin, 2009). The interviews were done by semi-structured interview and 
utilized an identical interview protocol (see Appendix A).The interviews were designed 
in such a way as to ask the participants about their own perceptions and experiences 
eliciting subjective responses from them (Auerback & Silverstien, 2003). 
Instrument description.  Semi-structured interviews were conducted with each 
participant from an identical interview protocol.  The researcher planned for the 
interviews to be approximately one hour each and have 16 questions as documented in 
the interview protocol (see Appendix A). Nine completed interviews ranged from 
approximately 60 to 90 minutes. The interview protocol was designed as a constant line 
of inquiry to guide the conversation and was utilized in a flexible and fluid manner 
during the interviews (Yin, 2009).  The protocol was administered to senior executives, 
teaching faculty, and student services faculty in a natural setting of their choosing, 
creating a naturalistic observation (Auerbach& Silverstein, 2003). 
Participant selection.  Participation for the study was by purposeful sampling 
method for executives.  The site had seven senior executives and five were invited to 
participate in the study.  They were chosen by their title and their direct relationship to 
decisions relative to access and student services.  The five participants were Chancellor, 
President (2), and Vice Presidents (2) with responsibility over student services.  Faculty 
members were selected by random purposeful sampling from a pool of over 100 full-time 
faculty.  For this study, two faculty from each college campus were interviewed creating 
a total of four faculty.  Faculty from both the teaching and student services disciplines 
were interviewed.   
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Identification and invitation.  Each participant was identified through the 
research site’s website and organizational chart, identifying their positions as senior 
leadership or faculty.  Each participant was personally invited both verbally and via email 
to participate via a face-to-face interview.  Each participant was provided with the 
participant invite letter (Appendix E) prior to the interview and again at the time of the 
interview prior to beginning the interview.  The researcher advised each participant of the 
voluntary nature of their participation as well as their option to withdraw at any time. 
Data collection.  Data collection for the study was completed through semi-
structured interviews from an interview protocol.  Each interview was audio recorded and 
transcribed.  Case study notes, both descriptive and reflective, were completed at the time 
of each interview (Creswell, 2007).  
Data analysis. Data were analyzed through a variety of means.  First, from 
written interview notes, the principal investigator identified themes and repeating ideas 
that emerged from each interview so as to identify patterns and themes in the field notes 
(Auerbach& Silverstein, 2003).  Data from the interview transcripts were then coded to 
identify themes and repeating ideas (Auerbach& Silverstein, 2003).  A software program 
designed for qualitative data analysis called Dedoose (2011) was utilized to analyze the 
data.  The themes were compared and contrasted to the themes identified in field notes 
for any possible disconnects in the data and for parallel themes. The data from the 
interviews were coded first against a scheme developed from recent research on high 
performing organizations (Jenkins, 2001).  Additionally, case study notes and transcripts 
were coded for emerging themes and repeating ideas.   
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Focus groups.  Focus groups are a valuable way to develop rich data from a 
specific population (Merriam, 2009), in this case students.  Two focus groups were 
conducted with two separate groups of five students, one for each campus.  Prior to 
participation in the focus group activity, each participant read the participant invite letter 
and agreed to participate (see Appendix E).  Additionally, the participant invite letter was 
explained to each focus group participant and each was notified of their participation 
being voluntary and their option to withdraw at any time. 
Instrument description. Each focus group was conducted utilizing the Focus 
Group Protocol (see Appendix C).  The instrument utilized was developed around the 
framework of the following components: Welcome, Overview of the Topic, Ground 
Rules, and Questions.  The protocol was designed to provide a comfortable lead into the 
focus group interaction while also providing informed consent to the participants. 
Additionally, the Focus Group Protocol was developed in congruence with the Document 
Protocol (see Appendix B), the Interview Protocol (see Appendix A), and the 
Observation Protocol (see Appendix D). 
Participant selection.  Participants were selected by purposeful sampling of the 
first student for each focus group.  Once the first student was identified, snowball 
sampling (Auerbach& Silverstein, 2003) was utilized to select the remaining students to 
complete each focus group.  Snowball sampling was appropriate in this case study given 
the student focus group participants.  Students at the community college level typically 
are not exposed to or participate in significant research.  As such, the process may be 
intimidating to them. In focus groups, rich data are generated from participants 
comfortable with each other (Krueger & Casey, 2009); therefore, participants were 
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selected purposefully through snowball sampling.  However, to ensure a broader view, 
each focus group was sourced separately from the other so each focus group was separate 
and distinct from the other.   
Identification and invitation.  Identification of a primary student for each focus 
group was through purposeful sampling. A single student known through his or her 
leadership capacity was invited verbally to participate in a focus group and to recruit and 
select a group to participate with them.  Each primary student was provided a written 
invitation, first for themselves and then for those whom they invited to participate 
outlining the confidential nature of the study, the fact that their identity would be kept 
confidential, the nature of the study, and informed consent for participation (see 
Appendix E).  The primary student then invited student participants, effectively 
completing the snowball sampling method for the remainder of the student participants.  
Data collection.  Data collection for the focus group was done through 
administration of a focus group protocol (see Appendix C).  Each focus group session 
was audio recorded and transcribed.  The researcher kept structured notes and reflective 
notes of the focus group interaction.  Observations and impressions from the interview 
experience were recorded immediately after the focus groups as well. 
Data analysis. Data were analyzed through a variety of means.  First, from 
written focus group notes, the principal investigator identified themes and repeating ideas 
(Auerbach& Silverstein, 2003) that emerged from each focus group so as to identify 
patterns and themes in the field notes.  Data from the focus group transcripts were then 
coded to identify themes and repeating ideas (Auerbach& Silverstein, 2003).  A software 
program designed for qualitative data analysis called Dedoose (2011) was utilized to 
53 
 
analyze the data.    The themes were compared and contrasted to the themes identified in 
field notes for any possible disconnects in the data and for parallel themes.  The data 
from the focus groups were coded first against a scheme developed from recent research 
on high performing organizations (Jenkins, 2001).  Additionally, case study notes and 
transcripts were coded for emerging themes and repeating ideas.   
Field notes and observations. Field notes from observations and interactions 
were a primary source of data for this research study.  The researcher’s field notes were 
utilized to triangulate information with interviews, focus groups, and documents.   
Instrument description. A journal of field notes and observations was kept 
throughout the research study and collected with an observation protocol (see Appendix 
D).Additionally, the Observation Protocol was developed in congruence with the 
Interview Protocol (see Appendix A), the Document Protocol (see Appendix B), and the 
Focus Group Protocol (see Appendix C). 
Participant selection.  For document collection, participant selection is not 
applicable. 
Identification and invitation. Identification and invitation is not applicable to 
observations.  
Data collection. The researcher kept a running account of observations, 
interactions, and reflections at all times throughout the study in the journal and via the 
Observation Protocol (see Appendix D).  This data were collected in a written journal 
throughout the study for each event throughout the study (see Appendix F). 
Data analysis.  Data from the field notes were coded according to the categories 
listed in the Observation Protocol as well as according to emerging themes and repeating 
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ideas.  The themes were compared and contrasted to the themes identified in interviews 
and focus groups to identify overlapping themes and patterns or any potential alternate 
themes. 
Ethical Considerations 
To address ethical considerations, Drexel University Institutional Review Board 
(IRB) approval was secured prior to the study beginning.  In protecting against ethical 
issues, the research site and all participants in the study were kept confidential.  The 
research site did not require IRB approval; however, written approval from the 
Chancellor of the District was secured prior to beginning the study at the research site 
(see Appendix G).  Efforts to maintain confidentiality involved creating anonymity for 
both the participants and the site institution. First, any words, terms, or language in the 
data that could be used as identifiers of the colleges and District were altered. The names 
of the institution and the cities and towns in which the sites lie were omitted from the 
study.  Pseudonyms were utilized to eliminate or disguise specific identifiers such as the 
names of the institution and the city or cities in which it operates.  To maintain 
confidentiality, participants were assigned pseudonyms via a structured research naming 
convention separate from their names. The roster of pseudonyms was kept confidential 
and secured in a safe at the researcher’s home to protect participants’ identities.  The 
information cited in the research report was provided under the confidential pseudonym 
so as to protect the confidentiality of the information gathered.  
Ethical considerations exist based on the principle investigator’s relationship with 
the site institution.  I am an executive in the community college arena.  As such, 
participants may have felt obliged to participate or may have felt information provided 
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would result in reward or retribution within the site institution.  As a result, the principal 
investigator developed and deployed notification of confidentiality, voluntary 
participation, and one’s right to withdraw from the study at any time.  This information is 
documented in the participant invite letter provided to every participant prior to 
participation.  Additionally, the invite letter was explained to each participant prior to 
participation (see Appendix E). 
Internal validity was ensured as an ethical consideration as well.  As an employee 
of a similar community college setting as the research site, the primary investigator 
guarded against bias.  Reliability and validity of the study was ensured in several specific 
ways.  First and foremost, the method for evaluating data was based on methods from 
those that have been successfully utilized in previous comparable projects (Yin, 2007).  
The researcher developed early familiarity with the culture of the site institution through 
data collection of appropriate documents and preliminary visits (Guba, 1981; Lincoln, 
1995).  Multiple methods of gathering diverse data, including focus groups, interviews, 
observations, and documents were devised to compensate for any limitation of any 
individual method (Brewer & Hunter, 1989).  The last strategy employed was that of 
―reflective commentary‖ (Guba, 1981; Lincoln, 1995).  The principle researcher 
continually sought to evaluate the study as it developed while keeping an active log of 
interactions, observations, and methods to ensure the study was valid. 
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Chapter 4: Findings & Results 
Introduction 
The purpose of this single-case study was to investigate management decision-
making as it relates to improving student success in community college. Student success 
is a complex notion, and community colleges are complex systems.  Linking community 
colleges and student success through the multiple perspectives of executives, faculty, and 
students through this research has provided data that offer insights to the study of this 
problem.  Findings have emerged through the participants’ representations of their 
experiences, perceptions, and knowledge about the research site that relate to the research 
streams of study.  
This chapter presents the key findings established through review of the data 
collected at the site.  Findings were developed through a deep analysis of the data from 
nine face-to-face interviews of the institution’s executive team, key faculty members, and 
two student focus groups, integrated with observations by the researcher and a study of 
the organization’s relevant document collection.  The data collection was chosen to 
determine if the dimensions found in high-performing institutions were present in the 
research site (Jenkins, 2011).  As described in Chapter 2, Jenkins (2011) studied the 
presence of key factors in private and public organizations considered high performing 
and then compared his findings in those settings to lesser performing institutions of 
higher education.  In so doing, Jenkins identified key factors he suggested be present to 
foster high performance in institutions.  Findings were established through review of the 
data collected at the site through multiple methods.   
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Document Gathering 
The author examined the research site – two colleges within a Community 
College District – over the course of approximately one month from November2011 
through December2011, making several visits expressly to observe key meetings, collect 
pertinent documents, conduct one-to-one interviews, and facilitate focus groups.  In an 
effort to explore how the institution expressed a commitment to and focus on student 
success, the author first gathered and reviewed source documents from important bodies 
within the institution.  The document collection provided insight into prior management 
decisions and dialogues existing within the institution and established a basis to compare 
and contrast the perspectives shared in interviews and focus groups.  The documents 
reviewed included items such as the Governing Board’s strategic directions, the vision of 
the institution, the mission statement for each of the two colleges, instructional program 
reviews authored by respective departments, student learning outcomes, various 
committee agendas, and minutes, including the Governing Board’s minutes and the 
Academic Senate minutes for all of 2011. 
In reviewing 110 separate and distinct documents, 27 (24.5%) of the documents 
specifically spoke to student success.  Of note is the recently developed vision statement 
(August 18, 2011) of the institution’s Governing Board outlining student success as its 
primary goal with several goals designed to support student success.  This vision 
statement states the following: 
The vision of the Flooded River Community College District Board of Trustees 
(FRCCD; 2012) is to ensure student success by:  
•Providing an innovative, world-class learning environment; 
•Building and maintaining an atmosphere of trust within the college district and 
with our communities; 
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•Developing and maintaining programs and facilities that best meet the needs of 
our students and communities; 
•Stewarding resources strategically to meet the diverse needs of our communities 
and region; 
•Providing educational, economic, cultural, and civic leadership for our 
communities and region. 
 
The largest connected group of documents was the Governing Board minutes 
covering the 2011calendar year.  The Board’s minutes include 31 separate documents.  In 
the review of the minutes for 2011, student success was a topic specifically discussed in 
four of these documents. Specifically, the November 9, 2011 meeting minutes reflected 
the following:―The Chancellor is encouraged that both College Academic Senates are 
inviting dialogue about the [Student Success Task Force] recommendations and noted 
that discussion with the Governing Board regarding the recommendations may take place 
in December or January‖ (FRCCD, 2012, para. 1). 
The next largest connected group of documents is the minutes from the Academic 
Senates of both colleges.  Forty-four documents reflecting the minutes of each senate 
were reviewed.  Fourteen (of the 44) documents included discussion specifically related 
to student success.  Several documents reflected current discussion regarding student 
success related to the potential impact on the institution of the Student Success Task 
Force recommendations (CCCTFSS, 2011).  Framing the Student Success Task Force 
recommendations (CCCTFSS, 2011) is the following: ―This report, the product of the 
California Community Colleges Student Success Task Force, contains recommendations 
aimed at improving the educational outcomes of our students and the workforce 
preparedness of our state‖ (p. 6). 
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During the document-gathering phase, it was found that one of the colleges within 
the institution had, at the time of the study, a student success committee focusing 
specifically on issues related to student success issues and programs.  In 2009, this 
committee made seven documents publicly available offering specific discussion related 
to student success.  No documents had been published since this time. Two of the 
interview participants noted a committee exists even though the minutes of the committee 
have not been posted since 2009.  The publicly available minutes did show evidence of 
conversations related to student success but did not reflect up-to-date discussions on the 
matter.  
Observations 
The research for this study was conducted during the final weeks of 2011.  Key 
meetings of the Governing Board for the institution and the Academic Senates for each of 
the colleges occurred during this period.  Observations of these bodies provided insight to 
the tone and tenor of the institution as it related to an active focus on student success.  
Similar to document gathering, observations offered the researcher the opportunity to 
compare and contrast these observations with the data developed through analysis of the 
interviews and focus groups.  
The author attended two board meetings and a meeting of each of the Academic 
Senates during the timing of the study.  During these observations, the researcher noted 
the occurrence of specific discussion related to student success.  In each of the meetings, 
the discussion was particularly related to the recent publication of the recommendations 
of the Student Success Task Force and the impact these recommendations would have on 
the institution.  The conversation specifically revolved around the potential barriers to 
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implementation within the site of some of the recommendations contained in the Student 
Success Task Force recommendations.   
In addition to observing the critical interaction of significant bodies within the 
institution, the researcher examined the physical layout of each of the colleges 
specifically to assess how it might impact student success.  The institution is in the 
middle of a major capital improvement program.  One college has made a significant 
renovation to one of its buildings creating a centralized location for all student support 
services to be housed.  At this college, signage is prominently placed and provides clear 
direction to where students access all the support services the college offers.  At the sister 
college within the institution, the older and larger campus, and student services offerings 
are not centralized; rather, the services are dispersed throughout.  At this college site, 
signage is outdated; the wording on the signs did not necessarily equate to the services in 
the building, and in some cases included listings of defunct programs. 
Interviews 
Interviews provided the largest source of data for this research study.  They were 
conducted with volunteer participants who either held executive positions within the 
institution or were instructional or student support services faculty.  A total of nine in-
depth, face-to-face interviews were conducted with these participants.  The interviews 
each lasted from one hour to an hour and a half in length.   
Experience in community college management for the five executives included, 
within this group of nine, ranged from 13 years to 27 years. The site experience for the 
five executives ranged from less than one year for the Chancellor to 12 years for the 
executive with the longest tenure at the site.  Combined tenure for the five executives was 
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over 29 years. Several administrators had experience in multiple states and two 
administrators had experience in more than one community college setting.  The 
experience among the four faculty ranged from four years to over 18 years at the research 
site.   
Table 2is provided to summarize background information on each participant, 
specifically identifying the pseudonyms of the participants, their type of assignment, their 
role within the institution, and their years of experience in both community colleges and 
within the institution. 
 
Table 2 
Faculty and Executive Demographics 
Participant 
Pseudonym 
Assignment/Role Years with 
site 
Years in Community 
Colleges 
Henry Executive Less than 1 21 
Adelle Executive 3 27 
Felicia Executive 8 13 
Kenneth Executive 3 15 
Timothy Executive 12 18 
Greta Student Services Faculty 18 18 
Rachel Student Services Faculty 4 5 
Brenda Instructional Faculty 12 12 
Thomas Instructional Faculty 4 4 
 
 
 
Focus Groups 
Representing the student perspective, two focus groups consisting of five students 
each were conducted.  Each focus group lasted approximately one hour.  Each of the 
student focus groups was audio recorded and transcribed. 
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The focus groups were designed to collect data relative to a) the students’ view of 
student success, b) any barriers they identified as student success practices, and c) 
recommendations for improvement in areas that would better support student success.  
Focus group data was compared and contrasted to the data gathered from the documents 
and observations, as well as to the one-on-one interviews, to determine intersecting 
themes and any differences between the perceptions of those working in the institution 
with those of who are served by the institution.  
Table 3 is provided to identify the participants.  To ensure the validity of the 
student focus groups relative to the demographics in the community college’s, general 
data was collected from each student for three specific points: a) was their income level 
below $25,000 per year, b) were they first-generation college attendees, and c) was the 
student an English-as-a-second-language learner.  All 10 students in the study were in the 
category of ―low-income‖ having less than $25,000 in household income (Tinto &Pusser, 
2006).  Regarding status as a first-generation student, 100% noted their parents had not 
attended college.  Lastly, 3 out of 10 students noted they were English-as-a-second-
language learners.   
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Table 3 
Student Demographics 
Student Participant 
Pseudonym 
Gender First-generation Low Income ESL 
Focus Group 1     
James Male Y Y Yes 
Jonathan Male Y Y No 
Mary Female Y Y No 
Patricia Female Y Y No 
Michael Male Y Y No 
Focus Group 2     
William Male Y Y Yes 
David Male Y Y No 
Linda Female Y Y Yes 
Barbara Female Y Y No 
Elisabeth Female Y Y No 
 
 
To ensure the student population of each focus group was in alignment with this 
research study’s definition of student success –degree completion or transfer –the 10 
students were asked to identify their educational goals.  Based on their responses, the10 
students individually noted they were seeking a degree, transfer, or, in some cases, both.  
Some were also pursing certificates available within their degree patterns. Engle and 
Tinto (2008) identified ―at-risk‖ students as low-income, first-generation students.  The 
student population was fully aligned with the definition of student success noted 
previously. Additionally, the population of students participating in the focus groups 
aligned with the population trends in California Community Colleges and within this 
particular institution, according to data on the Integrated Postsecondary Education Data 
System (IPEDS). 
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Coding of Interviews and Focus Group Data 
Once data were collected through the various methods, they were then coded and 
analyzed. The process of coding and analyzing was multi-staged.  For both the interviews 
and the focus groups, the audio recordings were reduced to transcripts.  The interviews 
were reduced to 160 double-spaced written pages of text.  Prior to beginning the process 
of coding and analyzing the data, the researcher listened to each recorded interview to 
refresh the researcher’s recollection. In addition to the transcripts and audio recordings, 
the researcher also reviewed the written notes taken during the interview and the 
reflective notes made immediately after each interview. 
Themes were developed from the interviews and focus groups in two ways.  First, 
the interview protocol for the semi-structured interviews was intentionally developed to 
draw upon Jenkins’s (2011) findings of characteristics of institutions that were high 
performing relative to student success. The categories of questions related to the key 
findings were: a) Vision, b) Leadership Support, c) Coordinated Student Services, d) 
Data Driven Decisions, and e) Areas of Improvement.   
Second, themes and repeating ideas emerged independently during the course of 
the interviews.  In reviewing each audio recording, field notes from the interviews, and 
the interview transcripts, I sought to determine if ―research participants often used the 
same or similar words and phrases to express the same idea‖ (Auerbach& Silverstein, 
2003, p. 37) to form repeating ideas specific to the research questions for this study.  
From this point, I grouped repeating ideas into common themes.   
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The following 10 common themes emerged: 
1) management decision-making,  
2) leadership focus,  
3) coordinated student services,  
4) collaboration across departments,  
5) teaching innovation,  
6) data to monitor progress,  
7) targeted programs for at-risk students, 
8) committee/workgroup engagement,  
9) small class sizes, and  
10) institutional culture.  
Once data were organized into the recurring themes noted above, these themes 
were coded and the interview transcripts were analyzed via a web-based coding software 
known as Dedoose (2011).  Findings were developed utilizing the 10 themes and their 
occurrence in the data collection.  Seven hundred sixty data points were marked in the 
interview and focus group transcripts.  The data points were analyzed to establish 
findings documented later in the chapter. To provide context for the review process, the 
themes, their rate of occurrence and their percentage relative to all the code occurrences 
is provided in Table 4. 
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Table 4 
Theme Occurrence 
Number Theme Code # Occurrences Percentage 
of total 
1 Management decision-making MD 146 19% 
2 Leadership focus LF 143 19% 
3 Coordination of services CS 98 13% 
4 Institutional culture IC 90 12% 
5 Collaboration across 
departments 
CD 88 12% 
6 Use of data UD 67 9% 
7 Targeted programs for at-risk 
students 
TP 52 7% 
8 Teaching innovation TI 45 6% 
9 Access to courses AC 18 2% 
10 Committees/workgroups CW 13 2% 
 Total  760 100% 
 
 
The findings emerged based on the codes occurring most frequently by participant and in 
aggregate.  The co-occurrence of certain themes together was also utilized to inform the 
findings.  Table 5 illustrates the code occurrence by participant and Table 6 illustrates the 
co-occurrence of codes. 
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Table 5 
Code Occurrence by Participant 
  AC CD CW CS UD IC LF MD TP TI Totals 
Thomas  6  7 4 8 12 13 3 4 59 
Rachel  1  1 2 2 10 11 3 4 34 
Greta  8  7 4 3 13 13 5  53 
Timothy  9  15 7 29 31 18  5 126 
Adelle 3 10 3 8 6 8 13 9 8 3 71 
Brenda 3 11 5 11 14 12 13 16 11 10 106 
Focus 
Group 2 4 6  10    5 12  37 
Focus 
Group 1 5 11  15    7 3  41 
Henry 2 8 2 10 8 10 19 18 5 4 91 
Kenneth  10 2 8 8 10 18 19 2 8 86 
Felecia 1 8 1 6 14 8 14 17  7 76 
Totals 18 88 13 98 67 90 143 146 52 45  
 
 
Table 6 
Co-occurrence of Codes 
  AC CD CW CS UD IC LF MD TP TI Totals 
Access to Courses (AC)   3   4 1     2 2   12 
Collaboration Across 
Departments (CD) 3   5 68 3 8 5 6 4 8 113 
Committees/Workgroups 
(CW)   5   4     1     1 11 
Coordinated Student 
Services (CS) 4 68 4   1 9 9 5 5 1 113 
Data (UD) 1 3   1   16 10 10   12 54 
Institutional Culture 
(IC)   8   9 16   34 24   10 105 
Leadership Focus (LF)   5 1 9 10 34   66 1 6 141 
Management Decision-
making (MD) 2 6   5 10 24 66   2 4 125 
Targeted Programs (TP) 2 4   5     1 2   5 20 
Teaching Innovation 
(TI)   8 1 1 12 10 6 4 5   49 
Totals 12 113 11 113 54 105 141 125 20 49  
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The rates of occurrence and co-occurrence are reviewed respective to each finding later 
in this chapter.   
Findings 
Cresswell (2007) suggested rich description of the data is provided through 
discussion of the broad range of experiences of the participants.  The purpose of this 
section is to provide an understanding of the participants’ experiences through their own 
voices (Auerbach& Silverstein, 2003).  The outcome of coding and analyzing data 
resulted in five major findings emerging from the interviews and focus groups.  A 
numerical list of the findings in order of their emphasis based on rate of occurrence from 
the participants is provided in Table 7. 
 
Table 7 
List of Emerging Findings 
Number Themes Summary 
1 Management decision-making Reactionary/budget driven 
2 Leadership focus Inconsistent leadership focus, lack of 
understanding of vision 
3 Targeted programs Rich array of targeted programs 
exists 
4 Program alignment Student support programs are not 
fully integrated 
5 Use of data Data is not fully utilized for decision 
making 
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Finding 1 
Required budget reductions have driven reactionary management decision-making that 
are disconnected from considerations of the impact on student success. 
Finding 1 represents the theme occurring most frequently throughout the data 
collection. Management decision-making occurred 146 times out of the 760 data points.  
In another words, management decision-making represented 19% of the data points 
marked in the interview and focus group transcripts. During the coding of the data under 
the theme of management decision-making, the word or phrase occurring more than any 
other word was ―reactionary.‖  The notion of the institution being reactionary was 
discussed by seven of the nine interview participants.  In the case of executive 
participants, four of the five introduced the topic, and each personally used the term 
―reactionary.‖  Three of the four faculty participants made reference to the institution’s 
reactionary methods.  Henry, the new Chancellor of the institution in position for less 
than one year, provided a simple quote illustrative of the institution being reactionary, 
―We have been reacting to external pressures and have taken our eyes off the focus of 
student success.‖  In most cases, it appears decision-making within the institution was 
linked to a discussion of budgetary constraints or legislative mandates.  Henry went on to 
provide his assessment as to why the institution may have been so reactionary:  
We have been constantly whipsawed by changing state policy.  Our state has 
taken a public policy du jour approach decades after the master plan for higher 
education.  We can barely get one initiative started before some new priority or 
policy comes from the state to change our direction. 
 
Viewpoints of the other participants followed along these lines: 
Our reactionary approach to the changing economics and policies within our state 
has caused an impact at the college level.  As long as we have the constricting 
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confines of state funding, we will have a negative impact on student success.  
(Kenneth, Executive) 
 
We have focused more on legal ramifications, legislation and the budget and have 
been reacting to the unstable political climate in the state.  (Adelle, Executive) 
 
As far as student success, I think our institution is more reactionary, not 
―experimentory.‖  I think we react to legislation, the budget, to situations and 
make policy for those situations.  I think that culture is changing but we need to 
be more proactive than reactive.  (Thomas, Instructional Faculty) 
 
I think we have been in limbo so long, looking at the budget for the last few years, 
we don’t have direction any longer. (Rachel, Student Services Faculty) 
 
Decisions have been on a case-by-case, problem-by-problem basis.  We are 
reacting to constant changes and are lacking strategic direction.  (Timothy, 
Executive) 
 
We don’t know which way is up any more with all the curve balls the state, the 
budget and everything has thrown us.  We are caught in a reactionary mode.  
(Thomas, Instructional Faculty)  
 
At the executive level, we have been absent from discussions as to the connection 
between our decisions and the connection to student success.  Basically we have 
just been reacting to what comes our way.  We are like a puzzle that gets pulled 
apart each year.  Before we can set our feet, our priorities from the state change 
again.  (Felicia, Executive) 
 
Are we doing for the students what we say we are doing?  So, if not, how do we 
make improvements?  To date, we have been reactionary but we are working on 
things that will organize our efforts in the future.  (Kenneth, Executive) 
 
The participants noted the impact decision-making had within the institution 
describing reductions in services to students, such as counseling and library hours, and 
discussing their impact: 
We have lost a number of counselors here.  Right now, that is our greatest need at 
this college and our most common complaint from students.  We have tried to 
keep as many services as possible open but they are on a limited basis.  Our 
library has reduced hours, we have limited tutoring.  All of these things we know 
improve student success.  (Timothy, Executive) 
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I don’t know that we have ever had discussions, at least to any degree of depth, as 
far as how our decisions would affect student success or even focusing them on 
student success.  I think a lot of times we work more with the external forces and 
the reaction to external forces mostly related to resources.  But, then at the college 
level, that really has negatively impacted the decisions that were made, without 
focusing any due attention to the impact on student success. (Felicia, Executive) 
 
Definitely I think students and faculty and everybody are feeling the budgetary 
constraints placed upon us by the state budget and all of that, so I guess personally 
I am torn, confused, maybe [they] don’t know the answers, but what I do see, for 
supporting student’s success and helping them meet their goals and part of that is 
instruction.  And as a counselor I am putting students in programs that I don’t 
know are going to exist, and that is really hard.  To come in one day for culinary 
arts, and maybe it will be here, maybe it won’t. That’s really, really, really 
difficult and I don’t think that contributes to student success. (Rachel, Student 
Services Faculty) 
 
It largely comes down to resources.  At our college, we’re still trying to regain 
some of the services.  As a good example, we have an open media lab that is not 
staffed, no support for the students who are working on assignments.  We rely on 
library staff just to monitor the activities but they cannot provide support for 
students learning and cover the library as well.  (Felicia, Executive) 
 
We have been more reactionary to the budget and occupied with that to focus on 
moving initiatives for student success forward.  (Adelle, Executive) 
 
We have lost a number of counselors here.  Right now, that is our greatest need at 
this college and our most common complaint from students.  We have tried to 
keep as many services as possible open but they are on a limited basis.  Our 
library has reduced hours, we have limited tutoring.  All of these things we know 
improve student success.  (Timothy, Instructional Faculty) 
 
One of the things we hear a lot when we do student surveys is not enough access 
to counselors.  And so again, it comes down to resources.  That is an area where it 
seems we cannot satisfy the demand.  (Felicia, Executive) 
 
I know that we are in aging facilities and resources are expended on them for 
maintenance and operations just to keep them going, keeping things band aided 
up until we have more resources.  Those things pull resources from students and 
also cause hardship for students when classes are too cold or too warm but we just 
don’t have the funding to fix some of these things right the first time. (Thomas, 
Instructional Faculty) 
 
I am not sure the executives are aware that students don’t have the supplies for 
their labs and that tutors are not available, that they have to wait a whole week to 
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get a counseling appointment or that we don’t have enough reading, English or 
math courses. (Greta, Student Services Faculty) 
 
Comments from students during the focus groups echoed the interviews regarding 
the impact on students. 
In one of my welding classes, we don’t have metal to weld on or the right gloves.  
I welded half a semester with the wrong gloves.  I don’t know if you know the 
difference in welding styles but, I was burning my hands because I didn’t have the 
right equipment and I couldn’t afford to buy it myself. (Jonathan) 
 
I talked to one student in the auto body program, they don’t get to paint, they have 
to watch the instructor but there isn’t enough paint to go around so they just 
watch.  Now how can they learn to do auto body right that way? (James) 
 
It’s hard enough to get here, make the numbers work as far as finances and then 
we don’t have the supplies we need to do our coursework. (Mary) 
 
Counseling and the library are two of the toughest things.  It’s very difficult to get 
in to see a counselor and the library might be open but there is nobody that can 
help you with the computer labs and stuff.  (Elizabeth) 
 
Finding 2 
While a vision statement for student success has been developed by the Board of Trustees 
working with the new Chancellor, it has not yet been disseminated, and there is 
inconsistency in its application to student success. 
Leadership focus was the theme most noted in the interviews after management 
decision-making.  Leadership focus represented 19% of the data points, noted 143 times 
out of 760 codes.  While all the participants indicated the vision of student success has 
recently been developed, most were unable to articulate it.  Henry, the Chancellor of the 
institution, was able to speak specifically to source documents such as the institution’s 
vision and the Board’s goals providing a foundation for the institutional view of student 
success that have been developed since his hire in June, 2011.  However, with the 
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exception of the Chancellor, none of the other participants were able to use the same 
words or phrases about student success or point to particular guiding documents that 
would provide a prominent statement of leadership focus on student success. 
The lack of leadership focus regarding student success is best illustrated by 
Rachel, a student services faculty member, when she stated after a long thoughtful pause, 
―I don’t know of a vision of student success from the institution.‖The other faculty 
participants, regardless of whether they were instructional faculty or student services 
faculty, echoed this lack of leadership focus toward student success. 
I know the institution has a vision for student success but I do not feel it is well 
articulated at all.  I don’t think that faculty or staff could describe our vision of 
student success, if we have one. (Greta, Student Services Faculty) 
 
We have not had a plan to this point.  We are considering thoughtful 
implementation and assessment at this point due to accreditation but we have not 
had a good plan previously. We are hopeful with some of the movement we have 
seen recently with the new Chancellor but, in the past, we have not had a clear 
vision. (Brenda, Instructional Faculty) 
 
I am involved in the institution.  I get out and walk around, interact with a lot of 
people and am involved with the senate.  I know that we are working on a plan, a 
vision but I know because I interact with a lot of people.  I doubt that many 
people know yet that we are even working on that vision.  It is not clearly 
articulated at all.  (Thomas, Executive) 
 
We have been more reactionary to the budget and [too] occupied with that to 
focus on moving initiatives for student success forward.  (Adelle, Executive) 
 
I almost feel like there is a hold on a bigger vision that we just have not gotten. So 
like, there is maybe a vision that is coming or I feel like something is coming and 
it is going to help guide us and it is going to help shape the curriculum and 
programs and what do students in this community need.  How are we going to 
train students for the new job markets, or whatever is out there.  I feel like that is 
coming, but it hasn’t gotten here, and I don’t know what that is, and it is sort of 
confusing. (Rachel, Student Services Faculty) 
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Two of the four faculty, both instructional faculty, were aware of the developing 
institutional vision and both were enthusiastic about these new developments; however, 
all four faculty participants were in alignment with thinking it is not clearly articulated 
and known within the institution. The two faculty aware of the developing vision of 
student success were in agreement with the executives on the matter. Henry the 
Chancellor outlined that the focus on student success within the institution has been 
relatively recent and, previous to this recent development, the institution’s focus has been 
―shallow in that we have focused on finance and stability and lost our deliberate 
leadership message relative to an overt focus on student success.‖  The other four 
executives noted a distinct vision or message of student success is being developed with 
the new Chancellor and the Board of Trustees but suggested it has not yet been 
articulated throughout the institution.  The executives within the institution expressed 
comments. 
We are talking the right talk at this point but we haven’t learned how to walk the 
walk and implement our decisions strategically from the institutional level. Even 
at the college level, we have a vision with our student success committee but I 
don’t know how well articulated it is across the college, to be quite honest. 
(Kenneth, Executive) 
 
We hear ―think students, then decide‖ a lot but this philosophy has not permeated 
the organization.  We are starting to talk about it a lot but we have not 
implemented anything significant yet. (Timothy, Executive) 
 
We have a framework for a definition but it is rather informal based on practices 
and beliefs.  It definitely is not a clear vision that is understood at all.  We are 
working on that definition at the Board level and anticipate that it will be a more 
collaborative development once the Board works its way through the definition.  
(Adelle, Executive) 
 
The faculty members aware of the institution’s new or recent attention to student 
success provided statements confirming the vision is developing but has not been fully 
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implemented or practiced within the institution to date.  Thomas, an Executive, described 
his view about the developing plan, ―Because if you look at our Educational Master Plan 
and our strategic planning, on paper, it looks like we are really, really focused on student 
success. You can put it down on paper but are we really doing it?‖He said the institution 
seemed to be interested in moving toward a clear vision of student success; however, to 
date, that clarity had not been formed.  Other faculty reflected similar views. 
I have heard it is being developed but that it has not yet been clearly articulated to 
a broad audience to this point.  As it stands, if it is being developed, currently 
there is no clear message from the Board and administration relative to student 
success. (Greta, Student Services Faculty) 
 
We are lacking an institutional vision at this point but it is being developed.  We 
are having to consider it in our accreditation review and the Board has adopted a 
new vision statement.  What we do have to-date is not prominent. (Brenda, 
Instructional Faculty) 
 
The lack of an organized focus on student success identified in the interviews was 
echoed by the students in the focus groups.  Students from both focus groups said in 
different ways they found it difficult to see the focus on their success.  Patricia, from 
focus group one stated, ―sometimes it feels like they don’t care if we make it around here, 
it’s tough…This is the first time anybody has asked us our opinion on things.‖ 
A majority of the executive participants noted the difficulty in defining student 
success is one of the contributing factors to the disconnect between leadership focus and 
student success.  While this was an emerging theme from the executives, faculty 
participants also noted student success was a complex idea.  Felicia, Executive, 
summarized student success as a complex concept, ―Defining student success is a broad, 
system-wide issue.  We are grappling with what student success should be for the 
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community colleges throughout the State, much less our own institution.‖  The 
complexity of defining student success was captured by others as well.  
Student success is providing the opportunity for students to reach their goals.  
Future leaders are shaped first and foremost by higher education.  It is our role to 
give them the skills, critical thinking and cultural competence necessary to 
succeed in a complex world.  (Henry, Chancellor) 
 
It is a very personal thing for students and hard to define. We have multiple 
missions in the community colleges and each one of them provides some measure 
of student success.  Of course we talk about transfer, certificates and degrees but 
there is also personal growth, taking a class or two to develop new skills. (Adelle, 
Executive) 
 
Wow, a lot of things qualify as success.  It is so complex because we do so many 
things [at the community college] so; focusing on the student and helping them 
get what they need of their higher education experience. (Brenda, Instructional 
Faculty) 
 
Success is so multi-dimensional.  There are many small steps that are not 
traditional milestones that can’t be measured.  For some students, just enrolling 
and showing up on day one must be considered a success. (Greta, Student 
Services Faculty) 
 
Student success hinges on providing the modalities to improve student learning.  
Student success is a student improving from one level to the next.  It may be one 
level of basic skills to the next level or improving from community college to a 
four-year institution.  When I look at student success, I look at any type of 
improvement. (Kenneth, Executive) 
 
Students in the two focus groups conveyed a similar message or understanding of 
student success as that provided by Kenneth.  Students generally defined student success 
as being provided the programs and services that would allow them to achieve their 
personal goal whether it be gaining a program certificate, receiving a degree, or 
transferring to a four-year institution.   
Each of the students said their ultimate goal was to complete a degree and transfer 
to a four-year institution.  Some of the participants noted they intended to first complete 
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their associate degree and then transfer to a four-year institution.  Moreover, they also 
outlined success could take other forms than just degree or transfer.  
Student success, to me, would be anything that would help me earn better pay.  I 
want to get my degree and hopefully transfer but most importantly, I have a 
family that I have to support first.  I want to make sure I can get a better job so 
that I can take care of them.  (James, Group 1) 
 
I want to graduate but along the way, I am going to get as many certificates and as 
much experience as I can so that I can get a good job.  I want to be a productive 
person.  Graduation is important but I think that success would be getting 
certificates, improving myself.  (Patricia, Group 1) 
 
Both Patricia and James were from student focus group one.  Student focus group 
two offered similar insights.  William said his ultimate goal was graduating with his 
degree, but that would not be his only definition of success.  ―First I want to get my 
certificate in radiology.  There are jobs in that field so I can get a decent job and then 
finish my degree program.‖  Picking up on William’s comments, group members 
indicated that while their ultimate goal was primarily degree completion and transfer, 
success can be measured in many forms.  Barbara said, ―Just passing chemistry and math 
is success to me!‖  Elizabeth acknowledged, ―Some classes are hard to get so, just getting 
the right classes to graduate would be success to me.‖  In general, both student focus 
groups agreed that having the necessary programs and services to help them pursue their 
own personal goals would be the foundation for student success.   
These two findings related to management decision-making and leadership focus, 
were the two most frequently individually occurring codes.  Additionally, referring to 
Table 6, these two codes occurred together 66 times, second in co-occurrence behind 
coordinated student services and collaboration across department discussed in further 
findings.  
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Finding 3 
A rich array of programs targeted toward at-risk students exists within the institution. 
Executives, teaching faculty, and student services faculty each described a wide 
array of student support services, particularly in support of the institution’s at-risk 
populations.  Equally consistent from the interview participants was their passion for the 
services the institution offers in furtherance of student success.  Each proudly discussed 
the breadth of programs across the institution. The most significant quote was offered by 
Henry, the Chancellor, ―There has been deliberate investment in student support in this 
institution.  Evidence of that is the number of centers in rural areas.  There has been 
strong policy level commitment to supporting students.‖  He went on to explain, ―We 
have a rich portfolio of student support programs that are well published.  The majority of 
our programs exist primarily to serve at-risk students through a variety of grant 
programs.‖  Other executives provided statements evidencing Henry’s assertion. 
We have many strong programs and support from faculty in the specialty 
programs.  Our and staff in programs for the at-risk students are very committed 
and passionate.  They are very well published and are effective at supporting 
students.  (Adelle, Executive) 
 
We have many well established programs to support at-risk students.  (Timothy, 
Executive) 
 
We have a broad range of services for the at-risk students.  We offer them not 
only at our main campus but in our more rural areas as well.  (Felicia, Executive) 
 
The entire faculty interviewed from both instruction and student services suggested 
alignment of their views with the comments provided by the executives noted above.  
The most poignant were the following: 
We have so many quality programs for student support.  They primarily serve at-
risk students but not all the programs are specifically designed for that purpose.  
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Our programs are well published and getting better.  (Brenda, Instructional 
Faculty) 
 
We have a lot of student services.  We have services for just about any need a 
student may have, childcare, financial aid, programs for first-generation students, 
you name it.  That’s just a few of them I mentioned.  We even have a wellness 
center where students can receive counseling for stress and other life issues.  
(Thomas, Instructional Faculty) 
 
Data from the student focus groups supported the illustrative comments of faculty 
and executives.  The student focus groups each acknowledged the institution has a wide 
breadth of services designed to help them achieve success. Both of the student focus 
groups were able to cite a good many student services existing within the institution.  
Specifically, both cited student success centers, tutoring, financial aid, EOPS (Extended 
Opportunity Programs and Services), and Cal WORKS.  All the students were aware of 
additional tutoring opportunities and various programs around ―life issues,‖ such as 
childcare and mental health.  The students noted the availability of counseling services 
for their mental well being as a recent addition to the suite of services offered by the 
institution.  
Finding 4 
Programs are not coordinated nor aligned across functions and departments.  
Coordinated student services ranked as the third highest coded theme in the data, 
noted 98 times out of a total of 760 codes representing 13% of the total.  Additionally, it 
was tightly connected with collaboration across departments both through co-occurrence 
of codes and in statements of participants.  Through the coding process, the incidence of 
co-occurrence of these two themes was the highest of any combination of codes.  
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Additionally, these were the two highest occurring codes among the student focus groups.  
As such, these two themes are addressed simultaneously in finding 4. 
While every person interviewed suggested the institution has a wide array of 
student services, specifically programs that serve at-risk students, there was similar 
agreement the programs were historically not well connected.  Henry, the Chancellor, 
summarized the disconnect between the services, ―Our programs are not well organized 
nor are they easily identifiable to our students.  Students find their way through the 
process through their own will and tenacity.‖  One hundred percent (100%) of the 
participants agreed with Henry’s assessment: 
Historically our services have not been well connected and have operated in a 
silo.  People in one program don’t necessarily know what the other programs 
offer.  (Felicia, Executive) 
 
Our services are a bit disjointed. (Timothy, Executive) 
 
Our services are wonderful but people from one program just across the hall from 
another program don’t know the requirements, the eligibility and what the 
program offerings are. (Greta, Student Services Faculty) 
 
In several instances, particularly at the older of the two colleges, physical 
proximity of student support services were noted as contributing to the disconnection in 
the various programs.  Disagreement on the status of this finding was aligned with the 
respective college affiliation. Executives and faculty from the older college site noted 
physical proximity of programs as a weakness at their college while at the newer college 
site; there was agreement that physical proximity was strength of their student support 
service offerings.   
At the larger and older of the two colleges, executives interviewed noted their 
services were in various buildings spread across campus, making it difficult for students 
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to find and access the services.  This lack of physical proximity was also noted as causing 
a lack of knowledge among faculty and staff about the various programs. This was most 
clearly illustrated by comments from Timothy, an Executive: 
We had a plan in our capital program to consolidate the services in one building 
but the recession has limited our ability to remodel.  We intended to put all of the 
programs in a one-stop shop but have not yet been able to do so.  As a result, our 
services are hard to coordinate and even harder for students to find them, much 
less understand them.  We have physical limitations on creating a one-stop shop.  
We have well established programs but they are not easily identified.  You just 
find them, they are not front and center.   
 
Thomas, an Instructional Faculty, went on to explain the physical challenges at the older 
campus: 
Our services are spread all over the campus and are very hard to find.  If I didn’t 
walk around as much as I do, I wouldn’t know where everything is at myself. We 
have a lot of services but not everyone knows where they all are.  
 
While at the older college, physical proximity may have created more disconnect 
across various programs, it was noted, at the newer college, the collocation of services in 
one remodeled building has fostered the connectivity needed.  Henry noted the disparity 
between the colleges in this regard, ―In the case of one college, services are spread all 
over and in the other, they have only recently been consolidated in a one-stop shop.‖  
There was 100% agreement from these participants that the consolidation has created 
tight connectivity.  Felicia described it this way: 
We have focused on fully integrating all services in one location with one 
approach to the student.  We have a one-stop shop where all of the programs are 
well advertised and easily accessible.   
 
Other participants agreed with Felicia: 
 
All of our services are fully integrated.  They are all in the same building, know 
the services of the other and are advertised together. (Kenneth, Executive) 
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I know right where to go to get the answers regarding any service we offer 
because they are all in the same place and everyone in that building knows the 
service offerings.  (Brenda, Instructional Faculty) 
 
This consolidation at the newest and smaller college appears to have created better 
communication between the various student support programs as well as with 
instructional faculty and the various service offerings.  Brenda, an Instructional Faculty 
member, summarized the view of all the faculty and executive participants at this 
particular college: 
All student support services meet monthly to stay abreast of what each operation 
is doing.  They also meet regularly with instructional faculty to ensure services 
are coordinated with instruction. Programs are well published and getting better 
because instruction gets regular communication from each of the programs.  Staff 
from student support services are in the classrooms and faculty meetings. 
 
There was agreement at each respective college regarding the coordination, or 
lack thereof, of their respective programs.  The difference in the coordination of 
programs and collaboration among departments highlights the different approaches to 
student services at each college. While the approach to student services differed among 
the colleges, faculty and administration from both colleges were uniform in 
acknowledging the necessity and value of having collocated service offerings.  The data 
suggested general agreement with regard to publication and advertisement of the various 
programs.   
All the participants noted that at both colleges, there is an effort to advertise and 
market the programs.  However, several noted that programs are advertised in a sort of 
―administrative speak‖ that is confusing to students.  Henry described this best noting, 
―Our services are organized and published from an institutional view, in our language, so 
to that end, they are not well coordinated.‖  Several other participants noted the services 
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were published in verbiage that may be foreign to students, particularly first-generation 
students.  Greta, (Student Services faculty) described this as follows; 
Our services are not well published in that our students do not have the ability to 
read it.  I mean, they can read but we speak in our terms not theirs.  They often 
don’t know what we are saying.  Our students are lost when they come here.  It is 
our job to make sure they don’t get lost in the shuffle.   
 
The data supporting this finding was echoed in the student focus groups as well.  
The student focus groups each acknowledged the institution has a wide breadth of 
services designed to help them achieve success.  Students in both focus groups indicated 
the services do not seem to connect with one another.  Both groups outlined that when 
availing themselves to one of the many services, it would seem to follow they would be 
told about other services for which they might qualify.  However, each student said that 
without asking what other services might apply to them they would not have been able to 
find out about the services.  James said, ―I was lost at first.  I had to go dig for it and find 
out about things word of mouth.‖  The students from the older of the two colleges noted, 
―Location is a pain.  You have to go to several different places to get help.‖  Mary 
confirmed James’s experience, ―Sometimes it just gets too tough and you feel like you 
want to give up because it’s hard enough to get the classes you need and you just want 
someone to help you find out about these things.‖ Focus group two also conveyed that 
there seems to be a lot of services available to students.  However, Linda said, ―But 
nobody tells you about them, you have to find out about them from other students or by 
word of mouth.‖ 
Consistently, both student focus groups said extensive services exist once a 
student knows about them, but the services were hard to find out about.  Student focus 
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group one explained students ―had to dig for help,‖ and often the services are discovered 
among students ―word of mouth, they don’t just tell you about them.‖  Student focus 
group two agreed, saying they most commonly depended on peers, as Elizabeth 
explained, ―you have to ask your friend to find out about what’s out there for us.‖  Both 
student focus groups noted that while peers and their own investigation were the most 
common way of finding out about services, they said occasionally faculty will tell 
students about the services available during their classes. Both groups noted difficulty in 
accessing services leads to students dropping.  All the students in the two focus groups 
mentioned knowing a peer student who dropped from the institution because, as William 
explained, ―They didn’t know where to get help or who could help them.‖ 
Participants in focus group one supported Patricia when she said their experiences 
have caused each of them to ―want to give up, it’s too tough.‖Michael from focus group 
one suggested the institution should consider ―getting connected with the students and 
our struggles‖ and by ―helping us with better information and help.‖  Student focus group 
two aligned with the illustrative comments from focus group one, saying student success 
would be improved if the institution was ―better organized and coordinated‖ with their 
service offerings.  Student group two noted that a more welcoming and helpful 
environment with what Barbara described as ―spirit, unity and activities‖ along with clear 
organization and advertisement of ―the things [services] available to us ―would improve 
their student success, as also explained by David. 
Finding 5 
There is little historical use of data in decision-making and concern was expressed about 
its intended use.  
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The participants acknowledged the institution is in its infancy with regard to the 
use of data in making effective decisions.  Uniformly across the executives and faculty, a 
culture encouraging the use of data is growing, yet some concerns were also expressed.  
Faculty suggested that until researchers were available to assure the quality of data, a 
concern existed that data used to evaluate academic programs or faculty performance 
may not be of the quality necessary to do so.   
Evidence of the present state of data usage was clear in Henry’s response to being 
asked if data are used to track program impact.  He responded, ―well, yes and no.‖  He 
explained the institution is using high-level trend data available in the ARCC reports but, 
generally, institutionally data are only beginning to be utilized at the highest level.  He 
and others noted the trend is toward use of data within each of the colleges and at the 
faculty level as well.  Henry noted, ―Some individual faculty have taken to the use of data 
but it is not an institution-wide theme amongst faculty yet.‖  Brenda, Instructional 
Faculty, commented on the notion that faculty have recently begun to see the value in 
utilizing data for program improvement, ―if there are faculty who don’t care about 
improvement, they are few and far between.‖  She said at her college, administration and 
faculty together are moving the culture toward the use of data, particularly within the last 
few years with the hiring of a college researcher. At the other college within the 
institution, there was a similar feeling.  Adelle said, ―We are starting to use data in 
program reviews.‖Other illustrative comments were as follows: 
I now know where and how to get the data I need to improve my program. 
(Brenda, Instructional Faculty) 
 
Our researcher has become one of the strongest resources for faculty.  With a 
competent researcher providing valuable data, faculty engagement is growing and 
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faculty are now asking thoughtful questions about the data that is available.  
(Kenneth, Executive) 
 
Accreditation is causing thoughtful implementation of the use of data; however, 
the assessment of the outcomes of integrated planning has not been fully 
implemented to date.  (Kenneth, Executive) 
 
We are starting to use data in program reviews and to evaluate outcomes.  
(Adelle, Executive) 
 
We have taken the first step in utilizing data.  We still have a ways to go but we 
now have credible data and faculty are interested in using it.  (Thomas, 
Instructional Faculty) 
 
Henry noted that while data is now being utilized within the institution, ―We are 
far behind rolling out robust use of data.‖  One of the biggest barriers to the use of data 
tracking programmatic impact, noted by executives and faculty alike, was fear and lack 
of understanding.   
There is a lack of understanding [about] the role data can play for program 
improvement and it causes fear about the use of data…constant restructuring due 
to budget cuts causes competition between programs and services.  People fear 
their programs are on the chopping block and rightfully become defensive about 
their program’s survival. Community colleges see themselves as the epicenter for 
social justice and the notion of rationing is contrary to our nature, creating the 
natural human reaction, fear. (Henry, Executive) 
 
Other comments supporting the finding that there was a fear about the use of data within 
the institution follow: 
Decisions are made on self-preservation and program preservation regardless of 
the end result for students.  (Thomas, Instructional Faculty) 
 
Data was hit or miss with regard to quality. Data was dismissed and nobody cared 
about the data.  The quality of data, or lack thereof, caused concerns for the use of 
data within the institution.  The fear among faculty is that flawed data could be 
utilized as an accountability mechanism for faculty performance.  (Brenda, 
Instructional Faculty) 
 
The desire to review data is lacking among faculty.  What data is available is not 
being used productively out of fear for use of the data.  There is concern with how 
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the data will be used by administration and if the data is right. (Greta, Student 
Support Faculty) 
 
The findings previously documented were established through the voices of the 
participants triangulated with observations and a thorough document review. The 
participants convey that management decisions have been reactionary and primarily 
based on budgetary considerations, and that while a new focus on student success is 
being developed, it is a recent development within the institution.  While this focus was 
lacking, management decisions were largely reactionary and made with little or no data to 
support or access the decisions.  The participant voices also established that many 
programs exist for at-risk students, but student support services in general are not tightly 
connected and collaboration across departments is not efficient or effective.  Each of 
these findings intersect to provide the basis for the results. 
Results 
Jenkins (2011) suggested that high-performing institutions in the area of student 
success have passionate and committed leadership with a strong focus on student success.  
During this study, it was evident that the executive leaders interviewed were passionate 
about the community colleges and the students they serve.  However, that passion has not 
yet coalesced in a focus on a cogent student success strategy providing a foundation for 
their decisions.  Participants did note the enthusiasm generated around the topic of 
student success with the arrival of the new Chancellor.  Participants noted his interest in 
engaging them in collaborative development of the student success initiative within the 
institution. 
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Participants also noted the passion and competency lying within the capable 
faculty and staff ranks and the willingness of the institutions stakeholder groups to seek 
improvement in student success. A potential solution for the institution resides in 
leveraging the passion and competence within the institution to collaboratively develop a 
distinct focus toward student success and prominently displaying this focus within the 
institution by using it to influence decisions and assure that all faculty within the 
organization are fully apprised of its centrality. 
Development of this focus may come in the form of participatory dialogue but 
must first be embraced by the Board of Trustees and the highest levels of management.  
Once the focus exists at these levels, key stakeholders may be engaged in the process to 
develop the knowledge requisite to develop a culture comprehensively focused on student 
success.  As noted earlier, the community colleges are founded on the notion of access; 
therefore, shifting to a focus of success will require thoughtful discussion, knowledge, 
and retraining within the institution.  The institution may leverage the dialogue and 
training with regard to student success to begin to align services and academic offerings 
such that they are coordinated to support student success.  The key stakeholders, such as 
the Academic Senates, may be engaged to develop a committee structure that would be 
tasked with developing this functional alignment across services and the academy.  The 
Student Services arena needs to be brought fully into planning participation with the 
Senate. As this focus develops and functional alignment around student success becomes 
clearer within the organization, a roadmap to management decisions may emerge that 
will guide the institution through economic downturns and reductions in state funding 
that have caused havoc within the institution absent the necessary focus. 
89 
 
Summary 
The findings noted in this chapter were developed through multiple methods and 
data sources.  Through triangulation of data, five findings and a suggested solution were 
identified.  Aside from the recently developed vision, management decisions appear to 
have been reactionary based on external focus.  Student services at one college, the older 
college, are not tightly connected and collaboration across departments is hindered by the 
physical plant while the other, newer college has recently developed more tightly 
connected services and collaboration across departments, aided by their physical 
proximity.  Lastly, the findings established that the use of data to make decisions has 
been lacking in the past but is gaining traction within the institution.  These findings led 
to development of a potential solution for the institution.  The solution proposed suggests 
a focus on student success be developed for the institution and displayed prominently 
throughout the organization.  This focus then will lead to more effective decisions 
associated with student success rather than reactionary decisions based on external 
factors. 
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Chapter 5: Interpretation, Conclusions, and Recommended Actionable Solutions 
The purpose of this single-case study was to investigate management decision-
making as it related to improving student success in one community college district.  The 
historical foundation of open-access for community colleges, coupled with a continual 
funding decline and prolonged recession has created pressure for decisions to eliminate 
some of the very intensive services known to foster improved student success (Moore & 
Shulock, 2010).  As the student demographic of community colleges increasingly reflects 
an at-risk population, it becomes ever more important for leadership to consider the 
importance of maintaining connected student support services that create a synergy 
between instructional programs and student services (Tinto, 2006).   
This study sought to investigate how one community college district in California 
might best address the tension between access and success, identify the barriers that may 
presently limit student success, and recommend actionable solutions the institution can 
implement to enhance retention, completion, and transfer rates (student success). 
Through in-depth interviews, focus groups, document collection, and observations, the 
researcher sought to conduct a naturalistic inquiry.  The research participants included 
executives (five), faculty (four) and students (10) from within a single-bounded system, a 
community college district with two campuses.  The data collected from interviews, 
artifacts, and observations were then coded, analyzed, and organized into findings as 
follows: a) management decisions have been primarily budget focused and reactionary, b) 
leadership focus in the area of student success has been lacking, c) the institution offers a 
wide array of programs for at-risk populations, d) these programs are not well integrated, 
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and e) the institution has not developed a practice of using data for decision making.  
This final chapter seeks to interpret the findings, address the research questions that were 
the foundation of the study, and provide actionable recommendations for the institution. 
Interpretation 
As noted in Chapter 4, five findings emerged from the analysis of the data in a 
particular order based on their occurrence in the data as reflected in Table 7.  These 
findings provide the basis for addressing the problem statement for this study: Despite 
relatively low degree completion and transfer rates, current executive management 
philosophies in California community colleges place priority on access over student 
success.In summary, lacking a focus on student success, the institution has relied on the 
tradition of focusing on access at the expense of student success (Jenkins, 2011).  A lack 
of focus on student success has resulted in management budgetary decisions perceived by 
participants as reactionary, or being made without the use of data to establish their 
impact, and ultimately has led to a lack of integration of student services programs.  The 
remainder of this section of Chapter 5 focuses on providing further interpretation of the 
findings of the study. 
The literature review of this study (Chapter 2) provided context for further 
interpretation, conclusions, and recommendations.  As noted previously, community 
colleges have historically focused on access (Bailey et al., 2005; Brock et al., 2005; 
Hayward et al., 2004; Shulock& Moore, 2007).Research suggests targeted programs for 
at-risk students (Jenkins, 2011) and integrated student services (Shulock, 2011) coupled 
with access are required to ensure student success.  Overall, the literature calls for a 
balance between a focus on access and programs and services that lead to improved 
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student success.  Jenkins (2011) suggested the use of data to assess academic programs, 
outcomes, and the impact of management decisions is necessary for an institution to 
move toward being a high-performing institution for student success.  Each of the 
components are necessary in an era of reduced funding (Hayward et al., 2004), when the 
student population is increasingly at-risk (Engle & Tinto, 2008), and a demographic shift 
leaning toward more first-generation students exists (Tinto & Pusser, 2006).  In my 
interpretation, this literature suggested the necessity for an intentional balance between 
access and success be developed within an institution.   
The findings of this study establish that practices in the research site conflict with 
best practices noted in the literature.  The conflicts arise in the following areas:  a) 
management decisions have been primarily budget focused and reactionary, b) leadership 
focus in the area of student success has been lacking, c) the institution offers a wide array 
of programs for at-risk populations, d) these programs are not well integrated, and e) the 
institution has not developed a practice of using data for decision making.  This study’s 
themes and findings were listed in Table 7 in their order of occurrence during data 
collection.  For purposes of interpretation, these findings are reorganized in Table 9 and 
listed in their order of impact on the organization and their interrelatedness.  The original 
order from Table 7is listed in parenthesis next to the theme as a matter of reference.  
Following Table 8, an explanation of the appropriateness of this order is provided.  
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Table 8 
Order of Impact of Themes 
Order of 
Impact 
Theme Finding  
1 Leadership focus (2) Inconsistent leadership focus, 
lack of understanding of vision  
2 Management decision-making (1) Reactionary/budget driven  
3 Use of data (5) Data is not fully utilized for 
decision making 
4 Targeted programs (3) A rich array of targeted 
programs exists 
 
5 Program alignment (4) Student support programs are 
not fully integrated  
 
 
 
Reorganizing the findings in this order begins to establish the basis for 
conclusions and recommendations that will follow. Jenkins (2011), Bradley (2010), and 
Mills (2009) each assert the importance of an institution possessing an intense focus on 
student success if they wish to become high performing in that area. The findings in this 
arrangement strongly suggest the institution studied lacks a shared leadership focus on 
student success. These findings are not consistent with the institution being a high-
performing institution. 
While the institution has not had a shared focus on student success, it has begun 
making efforts to that end.  In 2011, the Governing Board developed, with the new 
Chancellor, a vision prominently positioning student success.  These actions are 
consistent with Jones (2011), Mills (2009), and Kuh (2005) in their assertions that the 
responsibility for developing the vision and leadership focus begins with the Governing 
Board.  While the institution is beginning these efforts, its efforts have yet to be sustained 
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over time and have not collaboratively involved the breadth of stakeholder groups.  
According to Jenkins (2011) and Bradley (2010), sustained effort over time and involving 
stakeholders is necessary.  This institution has many opportunities for strengthening its 
focus with the full range of stakeholder groups.  
While the new vision of the institution now includes this focus, at the time the 
economic recession set in and critical decisions were being made (Moore &Shulock, 
2007), this focus was not in place.  Lacking a roadmap for management decision-making, 
decisions over the recent years appear to have been reactionary and primarily budget 
driven, inconsistent with an institution that has a balance between access and student 
success (see Figure 3).  The result of the reactionary decision-making, according to the 
participants, is that decisions did not serve student success well.  
The findings suggest leadership focus and management decision-making have 
also negatively impacted the use of data to drive decisions within the institution.  A 
significant intersection exists between leadership focus, management decisions, and the 
use of data (Jenkins, 2011; Kuh et al., 2006; Miller et al., 2009; Moore &Shulock, 2010), 
yet this institution has failed to utilize data for critical decisions.  Lacking a leadership 
focus on student success, a framework or standard for decision-making and assessment of 
the impact of decisions on student success has also been lacking. Short of a 
collaboratively developed framework for data to be utilized to inform and assess 
management decisions, critical decisions will continue to be reactionary rather than 
strategically aligned to foster student success.  As the institution further develops its 
vision for student success, it will be helpful to utilize the vision to develop framework for 
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decision-making.  It may also then establish a criteria or standard for assessment and 
evaluation that will inform decisions and provide a basis for program evaluation.  
With the findings rearranged as offered in Table 8, targeted programs for at-risk 
students are listed as the second most impactful finding of the study.  Jenkins (2011) and 
Kuh et al. (2005) note the need for targeted programs for at-risk students, particularly in 
community colleges.  In this way, the institution is acting in alignment with the literature.  
Having a rich array of programs for at-risk students provides an opportunity for the 
institution to assure their integration.  As noted in the findings, while extensive programs 
exist to foster student success, they are not tightly integrated.  Research suggests the 
necessity for student services to be integrated if an institution is to achieve its full 
potential in the area of student success (CCSSE, 2006; Shulock, 2008). This is an area of 
opportunity for this organization, particularly at its older and larger campus.  
Finally, the lack of a shared leadership focus offers a barrier to establishing a tight 
integration of the services. Once again, lacking a road map around which the programs 
may integrate, the services remain in functional silos, serving only the needs of the 
program but not necessarily serving student success well.  
The findings illustrate the imbalance existing between access and student success 
within the institution, in contrast to what the literature recommends.  The findings 
suggest the lack of focus on student success has created a situation whereby default, 
access, and academic programs are the primary focus of the institution.  With the onset of 
the recession, a lack of leadership focus on student success resulted in reactionary 
management decisions made without data, which did not serve student success well. 
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Conclusions 
This study was intended to assist in developing a deeper understanding of student 
success as a complex notion so insight might be provided on how this one specific 
institution might make strides in improvement. 
The research questions forming the basis for this study are as follows:  
1. How do best practices in the area of student success compare to the current 
practices being implemented in the site institution? 
 
2. What barriers to implementing best practices are perceived by constituents? 
 
3. What might senior executives do to improve student success practices? 
 
Question 1: How do best practices in the area of student success compare to the 
current practices being implemented in the site institution? 
 
Question one sought to establish whether practices for student success within the 
institution were aligned with best practices from high performing institutions.  Jenkins 
(2011) identified that high-performing institutions have strong leadership with a strong 
focus on student success, have tightly connected student support services programs, have 
targeted programs for at-risk students, and utilize data to make institutional decisions.  To 
answer research question 1, for each of these categories, a summary comparing the 
institution with best practices follows.  
Committed leadership with a focus on student success. Jenkins (2011) and 
Tinto and Pusser (2006) suggest committed leadership is a common theme in institutions 
that are high performing in terms of student success.  In the research site, relative to this 
management practice, a sustained effort directed at student success over time has not 
occurred.  A succinct vision of student success is beginning to emerge in the Board and 
new Chancellor’s efforts, but at the time of the study, was not widely disseminated or 
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understood by the rest of the institution.  It is a necessary element for an institution to 
reach high-performing status in student success such that the organization establish data, 
assess the outcomes, and demonstrate the effectiveness of the student success initiative 
over time for it to be accepted in the institutional culture (Kuh et al., 2005). The new 
Chancellor and the executives have not yet invested extended time to establish the new 
Board vision statement within the culture of the institution.  Absent a clear and prominent 
vision of student success embraced by the internal stakeholders, the institution has been 
subject to changing political tides and the ebb and flow of the economy.  A metaphor 
provided by the Chancellor aptly described this: [We are] ―Out on the end of the dog’s 
tail being whipped around with mixed messages from the Legislature.‖  As such, the lack 
of a focus on student success through a clear and prominent message within the 
institution seems to be analogous with reactionary leadership in this institution.  
Well-coordinated student services.  Jenkins (2011) and Shulock (2011) suggest 
a common lack of coordination of student services in community colleges.  The research 
site, consistent with Jenkins (2011) and Shulock (2011) has failed to develop integration 
across all the programs as acknowledged by the Chancellor, ―When we hear complaints, 
a student is communicating a lack of integrated services.‖  District-wide integration of 
services is lacking; however, it was noted the institution has recently taken deliberate 
strides in improving integration of services at the newer, smaller college. 
Targeted programs for at-risk students. In this particular category, the research 
site was in alignment with best practices noted in the literature.  Evidence was established 
in the interviews, focus groups, and in documents supporting the fact the institution has a 
wide breadth of offerings for at-risk students.   
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Use of data. As noted earlier, Jenkins (2011) and other literature, suggest the use 
of data is one of the key management practices of high performing institutions (Mills, 
2009; Moore et al., 2009; Tinto, 2006). The new Chancellor of this institution describes 
their current use of data, ―At a very high level, we capture data and report it to the state.  
We have the capability of capturing rich data however, currently we only utilize it to 
fulfil state reporting mandates and not for strategic planning.‖ The Chancellor’s statement 
evidences the fact that the institution is not in alignment with this management best 
practice. In summary, best practices for high performing institutions are committed 
leadership with a clear vision of student success, well coordinated student services, 
targeted programs for at-risk students, and the use of data to make institutional decisions.  
Overall, the institution is not well aligned with best practices in the area of student 
success.  
Question 2: What barriers to implementing best practices are perceived by 
constituents? 
 
The most significant barrier noted during the course of the study was that of 
resources, both financial and human.  All participants noted one or both of these resource 
limitations.  Shulock and Moore (2007) stated this is a significant concern throughout the 
California Community College system, ―If we know that today’s students require 
intensive support services but we don’t give colleges the resources and the authority to 
provide those services, we should not expect students to succeed‖(p iv). 
The lack of tangible barriers beyond resources appears to be utilized out of 
convenience, given the ongoing recession.  One might assume the institution had tightly 
integrated services prior to significant budget constraints.  However, this was not borne 
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out in the findings.  To the contrary, during the interviews, observations, and document 
gathering, there was no indication of the elimination of programs directed toward student 
success and at-risk populations based on funding constraints.  During data collection, it 
was established that critical student services programs are funded through restricted 
funding sources that have not had the same budgetary pressures as general fund 
programs.  Therefore, funding reductions do not appear to be the primary cause of the 
institution’s lack of integrated student services.  They appear, rather, to be related to the 
lack of a distinct focus on student success.  The programs and services offered by the 
institution relative to student success seem to be in a steady state, particularly since they 
are funded from restricted state and federal sources.  These programs remain intact 
despite the ongoing fiscal concern.   
As noted earlier, a clearly articulated vision of student success is a necessary 
component of high performing institutions.  All the Achieve the Dream institutions are 
subject to the same declining fortunes.  However, results have been attained at some 
institutions; in fact, some institutions have achieved extremely positive findings while 
experiencing declining support (College Board, 2008).  At the research site, this 
particular issue seems connected to the lack of a clearly articulated vision of student 
success and the reactionary nature of the leadership decision-making at the institution.  
The participants all failed to acknowledge other challenges within the institution that are 
within the control of the institution itself.  
In summary, research question 2 asks what barriers exist for the institution to 
achieve improved student success.  The participants noted resource shortages in both 
funding and human capacity.  However, one of the limitations may be acceptance of the 
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fact that the institution controls its own destiny as it relates to student success, resource 
limitations aside. 
Question 3: What might senior executives do to improve student success practices? 
There were no shortages of suggestions from the participants of this research 
study about what could be done to improve student success.  Many of their answers 
suggested they were glad someone had asked how improvement might be made.  The 
improvements of student success will primarily be embodied in the recommendations 
provided later in this chapter.  The improvements are summarized as follows: a focus on 
student success from the leadership team, collaboratively developing a clear message; 
programs organized so they are interconnected and training provided across the 
organization; data utilized to make critical institutional decisions regarding resource 
allocation, program assessment, and program needs. 
Opportunities for implementation. The conclusions from this study follow the 
research questions and findings and are organized in four areas: 1) opportunity with the 
new chancellor; 2) developing discussions within institutional leadership; 3) existing 
passion and competency; and 4) acceptance of the need for improvement. 
Opportunity with the new chancellor. The institution is presented with a 
significant opportunity in that optimism is present within the institution relative to the 
new chancellor.  As noted in the results section, many of the participants noted the 
Chancellor’s stated interest in student success and the developing discussions around the 
topic.  Brenda addressed this topic, ―The new chancellor seems interested in programs, he 
visits with the students.  We seem to be headed in the right direction.  He has talked about 
defining student success.  With a clear plan, we could improve.‖ 
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A few of the participants noted the Governing Board’s goals for the Chancellor.  
Those participants aware of the development of these goals acknowledged they are 
available publicly on the District’s website and the Chancellor has spoken to these goals, 
including improving student success, as a key change within the institution.  This 
optimism and developing energy is an opportunity for the institution to collaboratively 
develop a vision of student success and to display it prominently within the organization. 
Developing discussions within the institution. As was evidenced in the 
participants’ statements in Chapter 4, the Governing Board has growing awareness of and 
focus on student success.  Participants acknowledged the Board’s discussion relative to 
the Student Success Task Force recommendations and noted the Board has requested 
designated time for in-depth discussions with academic leaders on the topic.  
Additionally, the Academic Senates for each college within the institution are having 
discussions regarding the Task Force recommendations.  As noted by one of the 
instructional faculty participants and member of one senate noted, ―While we aren’t 
necessarily thrilled with some of the recommendations, we understand the need to move 
this agenda forward.‖  While not all the recommendations from the Task Force have met 
with a warm welcome within the institution, the recommendations have increased 
awareness of the issues related to student success.  The growing discussions among the 
academic leadership and the Governing Board present a significant opportunity to 
establish the vision that may assist the institution in prioritizing scarce resources and 
weather further economic declines.   
Existing capacity and passion. All the participants spoke to the competency and 
passion existing within the faculty and staff ranks.  The participants were highly 
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complementary of the personnel within the organization.  The institution may better 
leverage the existing faculty and staff passion with focused leadership in the area of 
student success.  Felicia commented on the talent within the organization, ―We have 
wonderful people within the institution.  They all want to do right by the students.  We 
need to leverage their passion and give them direction so they can fulfil their desire to 
help students succeed.‖  Leveraging the existing capacity within the institution seems 
correlated with a strong focus on student success lead by the Board and executives within 
the institution.  Engaging key faculty and staff in the development of this focus may 
provide the spark the institution needs to move a coordinated student success initiative 
forward. 
Acceptance of the need for improvement. All the interview participants 
acknowledged the lack of focus on student success.  Each noted the need for a strategic 
response to the lack of focus, and all were welcoming of this developing within the 
organization.  Brenda, a faculty member, said it best when she noted, ―We all want to do 
a better job.  We are just waiting for some distinct leadership to help us get there.  
Without the leadership focus, we will just keep doing what we have been.‖  However, 
this acknowledgement was tempered somewhat by the lack of acceptance of factors under 
the institution’s control.  While fiscal limitations are cause for concern within this 
institution, others similarly situated institutions have shown the ability to address these 
challenges.  Henry communicated as much, ―We need effective institution-wide 
leadership focus on the same end, that of student success.‖  This institution knows 
improvement is needed, knows at least some of what needs to be done, but has not yet 
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undertaken the tasks necessary to shift from the traditional focus on access to one of 
student success. 
Recommendations 
One of the most important outcomes from a qualitative research study is a ―call 
for action‖ (Creswell, 2007, p. 35).  The purpose of this particular research was to 
identify best practices in student success, compare them to the site institution, identify 
any potential barriers to implementing best practices, and identify areas for improvement 
in student success.  To that end, six specific recommendations are made as a call for 
action. 
Recommendation #1: Assess the impact of the vision statement on the outcomes of 
the institution 
 
The first recommendation for the institution is to establish a means to assess the 
impact of the vision statement on the institution.  Measurable outcomes that inform the 
Board as to the implementation of the vision should be developed and regularly reported 
throughout the institution. As noted in the findings, the use of data is emerging within the 
institution.  The participants noted the institution now has the capability of developing 
credible data.  The institution should engage the stakeholder groups, such as the 
Academic Senates, to collaboratively develop a rubric to evaluate the impact of the new 
vision statement. 
Recommendation #2: Develop an institutional definition of student success through 
collaboration and stakeholder discussions and incorporate into governance 
structure within the institution 
 
Utilizing the new Board vision, the institution should develop and implement a 
process for creating a shared internal definition of student success to provide focus to the 
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new vision statement.  In finding #2, it was noted the application of the new Board vision 
to student success is inconsistent.  Collaborative development of a definition of student 
success and the factors that can be measured for student success will aid in consistent 
application of the new Board vision statement.  From this definition, criteria for the 
evaluation of decisions and programs should then be developed.  The institution should 
develop a framework to incorporate the Board vision and student success in the various 
assessment models within the organization such as the various program review 
documents. 
Recommendation #3: Develop a framework for management decision-making 
consistent with the Board vision statement 
 
A framework for evaluating management decisions as they relate to the vision 
statement for student success needs to be established.  This framework should be known, 
understood, and utilized both for institution-wide and college-level decisions to support 
the Board vision, and they should be regularly monitored and reported to all constituents. 
Recommendation #4: Utilize standardized data to evaluate all programs, services, 
and decisions within the institution 
 
The research site should leverage their recent interest in use of data at the program 
level to determine opportunities for improvement in programs and services and to assess 
outcomes of changes made through the use of data.  Utilizing the vision for student 
success developed by the Governing Board, a criterion for data mining and application 
should be established collaboratively.  The institution may then use standardized data to 
assess the impact of its full range of programs, as well as management decisions.  It was 
noted in the findings in Chapter 4, the use of data and its credibility has previously been a 
concern for some stakeholders.  Collaborative development of a framework for the use 
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and application of data will help allay concerns about the data and may relieve any 
further barriers to the use of data for decision-making. 
Recommendation #5: Develop a multi-year agenda for achieving student success 
goals 
 
A plan for actionable steps over multiple years should be developed, monitored, 
and evaluated.  This sustained effort should lead to identifiable actions for improvement 
in key drivers of student success.  In coordination with the development of data noted in 
recommendation #4, achievement of stated goals should be assessed and improvement 
efforts woven into the multi-year agenda. 
Recommendation #6: Develop full integration of student services programs across 
the institution as well as integration across academic and student services programs 
 
The institution will be best served by tightening connections between the services 
and making them more prominently known to the breadth of support staff and faculty.  
Additionally, the institution needs to improve signage and directions to various support 
services as well as develop concise informational fliers in language the students 
understand pointing to the availability of the services and where they are located 
throughout the institution.   
Participants noted challenges to integrating services related to the physical lay-
out, particularly at one college.  Fiscal constraints will create a barrier for developing one 
physical location to house all services.  While the physical and fiscal constrains may not 
be alleviated, coordination can be developed across the various departments.  The newer, 
smaller college provides lessons learned from their integration efforts that can be applied 
across the institution.  At the newer, smaller college, the various departments are 
conducting meetings with all the services together to ensure collaboration of information 
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and generating new ideas for integration.  Additionally, at both colleges, concise maps of 
all the services could be developed with a summary of the programmatic offerings and 
offered to all students at required orientation.   
Recommendations for Future Research 
Research specific to management practices that improve student success have not 
yet been undertaken with any breadth in the California Community Colleges.  This study 
may be easily replicated by other institutions in an effort to improve their management 
decision-making as it relates to student success. In light of the recommendations of the 
Student Success Task Force and the recommendations of the Commission on the Future, 
institutions should endeavour to replicate this study in such a way as to incorporate some 
of the recommendations from each of these bodies into the study. 
Given the fact that this type of study has not been widely conducted in California 
but have in other states, one may wonder if there are policy differences relative to student 
success that inhibit implementation of best practices in California.  As an example, might 
there an association with collective bargaining laws and practices in California.  
Additionally, the impact of AB1725 and the notion of participatory governance may play 
a role in a similar study and may be considered in future research.  Policy studies related 
to this study have been done in California; however, in replicating this study, it may be 
advisable to include a policy discussion or questions in the data collection process from 
the information noted above. 
An issue noted by the faculty participants in the study, but not rising to the level 
of a finding in this study, was the lack of institutional inclusion of the student support 
services faculty in major initiatives.  It is recommended that more student support 
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services faculty be included in the study so those at the front lines of implementing 
strategies that may emerge are intimately involved in the study. 
The research site was gracious in accommodating this research.  While this is the 
case, if a researcher is to undertake a similar study in their institution it would be 
advisable to do so by engaging a group of internal stakeholders to assist in the design of 
the study, rather than have a single researcher conducting the study, so the 
recommendations have buy-in at the completion of the study.  Given the rich history of 
participatory governance in higher education, particularly in California, this collaborative 
approach seems a good fit for future studies. 
While it has been noted throughout this study that similar studies of management 
practices that improve student success have not been undertaken in California, several 
have been completed or are in process in other states.  With that said, a simple question 
as to why some of the proven best practices have not already been implemented is worthy 
of exploring further.  The root causes as to why known improvements face challenges in 
implementation may be important to similar studies. 
In addition to the implications of the findings, ambiguity emerged during the 
study identifying the need for further research.  First, the complexity of a multi-college 
district was established during this study.  Each college within a multi-college district 
develops a sense of itself that may not be the same as that of the other colleges within the 
same district.  The need exists for research informing how best to develop and brand a 
core set of values at multiple campuses within a district while still allowing each college 
the autonomy to develop its own personality. 
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Summary 
The study sought to explore why despite low degree completion and transfer 
rates, current executive management philosophies in California community colleges place 
priority on access over student success.  This topic was selected because this is a key 
issue under discussion in community colleges nationally and by the League of 
Community Colleges in California.  In this study, I found this research has not commonly 
been undertaken at a Community College District within California.  It also goes to the 
core of what community colleges are and even further to what community colleges are 
expected to do: produce graduates prepared to fulfill the skilled labor shortage.   
On a personal level, this research study was a profound experience.  I am a 
member of the executive leadership in a similar District, and I found both advantages and 
disadvantages to doing a study relating directly to my workplace.  In the end, I found the 
advantages far outweighed the disadvantages.  At times, I was asking participants to 
opine on decisions in the institution similar to those I had been part of developing or 
making.  The participants handled this with grace and honesty, which I respect 
immensely.  It is their voices informing the findings and recommendations and causing 
me to reflect on my own past decisions, some made without consideration of their impact 
upon student success and some I own personally.  
In functioning in my role in my institution, there were moments when I believed it 
was imperative to make critical decisions in a timely fashion during the economic 
downturn.  What I personally learned is that during this time, I operated through a 
financial lens and in response to the chaos seemingly being thrust upon our institution 
rather than viewing these decisions with a focus on their impact to student success.  
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Albert Einstein said, ―Perfection of means and confusion of ends seems to characterize 
our age‖ (The Quotations Page, 2012, para. 1).  I was busy perfecting the means without 
the clear end in mind and that led to the internal struggle I experienced during this 
research.    
I know I have the best intentions in mind for the institution I serve.  I feel a strong 
sense of loyalty to this institution and hope to always represent it in the best possible 
light.  I have always been encouraged by my father to work hard, be in early, and leave 
late.  Through my loyalty and commitment to the institution, I believed I was best serving 
the means of the institution.  I learned, however well intended, decisions of which I was a 
part did not always serve student success well. 
While going through the data analysis and writing of this study, I was able to 
develop a new internal measuring stick against which to compare future decisions.  Going 
forward, I plan to evaluate decisions with this new lens.  I hope my experience will help 
influence decisions in the institution I serve and that my research may help influence 
decision-making within other community colleges as well.  I am certain my experience 
will change the decisions I make as an executive for the remainder of my career.  I realize 
that if I want or expect change in how community colleges operate, I must first represent 
that change myself as a leader.   
On a final note, as I started my research project, the new chancellor was just 
beginning his tenure within the District.  By the time I had completed my data collection, 
analyzed data, and began formulating recommendations, the Chancellor had been in his 
position approximately six months.  Now, nearly four months later, as I complete the 
writing of this project, the District is in the beginning stages of implementing some of the 
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key elements present in high-performing institutions that have been discussed throughout 
this document.  With the new focus on student success that is developing, I am confident 
the research institution has the capacity to become a high-performing institution.   
It is my hope community college leaders utilize this research to influence their 
decision-making to improve student success.  This research study supports the need for a 
systemic view of what the community colleges are to accomplish and how we as leaders 
and colleagues can lead this change.  Higher education, including community colleges, is 
amidst crisis and chaos.  It is the task of leaders to place this point in time in context and 
make institutional decisions with a strategic end in mind.  It is our task to advance our 
institutions toward an end broader than this moment. 
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Appendix A: Interview Protocol 
 
Interviews conducted December, 2011 (anticipated), after IRB review/approval 
Interview Protocol (McNamara, 2009) 
1. Setting(s): The offices of the individuals being interviewed or location of their 
choosing 
2. Purpose of the Interview:  To conduct a semi-structured qualitative interview for the 
purposes collecting data for the case study on management practices, decision making 
and the impact on student success.   
3. Confidentiality: Express the terms of confidentiality. 
4. Format of the Interview: Standardized Open-ended Interview (Gall, Gall, & Borg, 
2003) 
5. Length of the Interview:  Approximately 1 hour 
6. Contact Information:  Al Alt, aalt@yccd.edu, (530) 521-1955 
7. Questions: Do you have any questions before we get started? 
8. Permissions:  May I have your permission to record this session? 
9. Informed consent:  Informed consent form has been read and signed 
Interview Questions 
(Asked in open ended format) 
 
Vision of Student Success: 
 
1.   Can you describe your understanding of the institutions vision of and for student 
success? 
 
2. What is your view of student success?  
 
Leadership Support: 
 
3. How does the leadership of the institution show a focus on student success?  In 
the alternative, if it does not, how is that displayed? 
 
4. Please describe how decision making within the institution has impacted student 
success. 
 
5. Does the leadership support a culture of student success?  Please provide specific 
examples to support your view. 
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6. Does the institution focus on retention not just enrollment?Please provide 
examples that support your view. 
 
7. Does the institution provide faculty development focused on improving teaching? 
Can you give specific examples of development activities? 
 
8.   In what ways, if any, does the institution experiment with ways to improve 
effectiveness of teaching and student success?  Is this supported by leadership in 
the institution? 
 
Student Support Programs are coordinated and well known: 
 
9. Does the institution have support services that are well published and easily 
identified?Where and how are they published?  Are these services well 
coordinated? 
     
10. Please describe the programs the institution provides support for students having 
difficulty?  
 
11. Please describe the programs the institution has that are targeted toward at-risk 
student populations.   How are these programs known in the institution? 
     
Data driven decisions: 
    
12.   Does the institution utilize institutional research to track program impact and 
student success? Can you give examples of the use of research? If research and 
data is not used, can you provide your opinion as to why? 
   
Barriers to Student Success programs: 
 
13. Do any barriers exist to implementing programs that support student success? 
 
14. Do budget constraints and funding cause issues with student support programs? 
Improvement: 
 
15. What actions could the institution take to improve student success?   
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Appendix B: Document Protocol 
 
 
 
 
Name or Description of Document:  
 
Brief Summary of Contents:  
 
 
Document is evidence of/related to (Check applicable): 
  Vision of student success 
  Institutional support of student success 
  Coordinated/Known student support services 
  Data drive decision 
  Barriers/Constraints to student success 
  Improvement of student success 
 
 
Research Question, if any, document is related to:  
 
 
Notes/Reflections: 
 
 
Follow-up actions, if necessary: 
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Appendix C: Focus Group Protocol 
 
 
 
Introduction: 
  
Focus groups are a powerful means of collecting data in a case study (Merriam, 2009)  
However, focus groups need to be carefully planned so as to get the kind and quality of 
information being sought (Krueger, 2002).  The following is a ―Focus Group Protocol‖ 
intended for use in this case study.  This outline is intended to provide the basis for 
conducting three separate focus groups with 6-8 students regarding student success.   
 
 
FOCUS GROUP PROTOCOL 
 
 
Focus Group #:____________________________ 
 
Number of participants: _____________________           Host: __________________    
 
Date: __________                                                      Site: __________ 
 
Welcome: 
 My name is Al Alt and I am the principal researcher for this study.  I am conducting 
this study for my dissertation for Drexel University.  I invited you to participate in this 
study due to your status as a current student.  This focus group will be one of two that I 
will conduct.  From the results, I will compare the results from each of the focus groups.  
 Thank you for volunteering to participate in this focus group.  The purpose of this 
focus group is for research study for a dissertation.  The purpose of the research study is 
to determine best practices for student success, barriers for you relative to student success 
and how might student success, in your view, be improved. 
 The focus group exercise will take approximately one hour.  This focus group is 
entirely voluntary and will be kept strictly confidential.  The research site and your 
identifying information will be coded with a pseudonym and kept secure.  The site 
identifiers and your personal information will not be published in the study. 
  
Overview of the Topic: 
 The topic of this focus group is that of student success.  It is the intention of this 
research study to hear your opinions relative to the your view of student success, your 
knowledge of programs within the institution that help you with your success, any 
barriers for you for student success and how the institution may make improvements that 
assist you in your success. 
 For purposes of this discussion, student success is defined as degree completion or 
transfer.  While that may not be your personal goal currently, please consider this 
definition in the discussion of the questions that follow. 
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Ground rules: 
 Relative to this focus group, there are no wrong answers.  Please feel free to express 
your opinions on the questions presented.  Your personal view as a student is what I am 
seeking, not any right or wrong answers. 
 With your permission, I will also be taping the interaction of the focus group. 
  
 
Questions: 
 
1. What, in your opinion, is student success?   
Round robin:  All participants will be provided the opportunity to identify and 
describe student success. 
 
2. Do you know of any support programs that assist you with your success?   
 
3. Are these programs designed to assist you if you are having difficulty succeeding?  
If so, how? 
 
4. In your experience, are budget cuts creating problems for your success?  If so, in 
what way? 
 
5. What are the most significant barriers that exist for you to achieve success in your 
education? 
 
6. Give a specific example of how this has affected you. 
 
7. What could the institution do to improve your chances to succeed?  Would your 
suggestions be helpful to all students or specific to certain student populations? 
 
8. Of all of the things we discussed together, what one thing was the most 
important? 
 
9. Suppose you had one chance to talk to the Chancellor of the institution regarding 
student success, what would you say? 
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Summary: 
 The principal researcher will provide a summary of the discussion to the focus group 
and receive feedback from the participants to ensure that the summary is accurate. 
 
Final Question: 
10. Have I missed anything you would like to add to the discussion? 
Closing: 
 Thank you for your voluntary participation in this focus group.  Your opinion and 
perceptions will be a significant piece of this research study.  While your participation is 
key to the findings of this study, your personal information will be kept strictly 
confidential. 
 
Reflections:(Researcher to fill out after each interview)  
A. What was the best quote that came out of the focus group discussion? 
 
 
 
B. What was the best story that came out of the focus group discussion? 
 
 
Interviewer Name__________________________ 
Date of Interview__________________________ 
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Appendix D: Observation Protocol 
 
 
 
 
Observations conducted December, 2011 through January, 2012. 
Name or Description of Event:  
 
Brief Summary of Event:  
 
 
Observation is evidence of/related to (Check applicable): 
  Vision of student success 
  Institutional support of student success 
  Coordinated/Known student support services 
  Data drive decision 
  Barriers/Constraints to student success 
  Improvement of student success 
 
 
Research Question, if any, event is related to:  
 
 
Notes/Reflections: 
 
 
Follow-up actions, if necessary: 
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Appendix E: Participant Invite 
 
Date:  __________ 
 
 
Dear (insert name of interviewee or focus group member) 
 
 You are invited to participate in a research study that examines management 
practices that lead to improved student services at Yuba Community College District.  
The study is being conducted by Albert G. Alt (Co-Investigator), Doctoral Candidate, 
Drexel University, under the supervision of Dr. Kathy Geller, Principal Investigator and 
Dissertation Supervising Professor.  The study hopes to explore how management 
practices in the institution compare to best practices, barriers to best practices and what 
might the senior executives do to improve student success.  You were selected as a 
possible participant because you are a current faculty, executive or student of the District. 
 
Your agreement to participate is entirely voluntary.  Participation is very much 
appreciated in this project.  I know your time is valuable and I will do everything I can to 
conduct the interview or focus group at a time and place that is most convenient for you. 
 
The interview or focus group will be based on questions designed to elicit your 
opinion and observations relative to the study purpose stated above.  Your perceptions 
and views are the key data and as such, there are no right or wrong answers.  Your 
participation and responses will be kept strictly confidential, and documented under a 
pseudonym.  The research site identifiers will also be kept confidential with the research 
site also being assigned a pseudonym.  Readers of the study and your colleagues will not 
know of your participation in the study.  The information obtained during the study may 
be published in a professional journal and/or presented at professional meetings or 
conferences.   
 
As mentioned above, your participation is voluntary.  If you choose, you may 
wish to withdrawal from the study at any time.  Your decision to participate in this study 
will not jeopardize your relationship with the Co-Investigator or the institution.  
Participation will not result in any reward or recourse from the Co-Investigator or the 
institution.  If you have further questions, please identify them prior to participating in the 
study.  If you have questions, they can be asked directly of the Principal Investigator or 
Co-Investigator: 
 
Principal Investigator: Kathy Geller, Ph.D. 
    Drexel University, School of Education 
    (916) 213 - 2790 
    Kdg39@drexel.edu 
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Co-Investigator:  Al Alt 
     Doctoral Candidate  
     Drexel University, School of Education 
    (530) 521-1955 
    aalt@yccd.edu 
 
 HAVING READ THE INFORMATION PROVIDED, YOU MUST DECIDE 
WHETHER TO PARTICIPATE IN THIS RESEARCH PROJECT.  IF YOU DECIDE 
TO PARTICIPATE, A SIGNED COPY OF THIS LETTER AND THE DATA YOU 
PROVIDE WILL SERVE AS YOUR AGREEMENT TO DO SO.  A COPY OF THIS 
LETTER WILL BE PROVIDED TO YOU. 
 
Al Alt 
Co-Investigator 
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Appendix F: Chart of Observations 
 
 
 
 
Related to: Executive Teaching 
Faculty 
Student 
Services 
Faculty 
Students Document 
Vision      
Institutional 
Support 
     
Coordinated 
Known 
Student SVC 
     
Data driven 
decisions 
     
Barriers and 
Constraints 
     
Improvement      
 
(Legend + indicates evidence for, - indicates contrary evidence) 
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Appendix G: Site Request 
 
 
 
 
Dr. Douglas B. Houston, Chancellor 
2088 N. Beale Rd.  
Marysville, CA  95901 
 
RE:  Executive Management Practices that Lead to Improved Student Success 
Dear Dr. Houston, 
 
I am directing this letter to you to respectfully request permission to conduct a study at 
Yuba Community College District for purposes of a dissertation project. 
For informational purposes, I am a doctoral student at Drexel University in the Higher 
Education Leadership program.  I am currently employed in the California Community 
College System as the Vice Chancellor of Administrative Services at Yuba Community 
College District.  I am also an adjunct professor teaching in Master’s in Higher Education 
program at Drexel University and it is worth noting, a product of the community college 
system myself. 
 
The purpose of the study at your institution is to explorehow key management practices 
are impacting student success and identify practices that if implemented would improve 
success rates within the institution.  Results of the study, in the form of a dissertation 
report, will be made available to you, at the conclusion of the study if you desire.  This is 
a qualitative study that includes semi-structured interviewprotocolthat will be conducted 
with faculty and managerial staff.  In addition, two focus groups with six to eight students 
each, one from each college, will be conducted.  The invitation and agreement to 
participate in the study, attached, will be voluntary. Each participant will be provided a 
pseudonym and their responses to the interview coded by the pseudonym and kept 
securely to ensure confidentiality.   
 
If you are inclined to permit the study to be conducted at the Yuba Community College 
District, I respectfully request a Letter of Consent to conduct the study.  All costs and 
expenses for the study will be assumed by the principal investigator of this dissertation 
project. 
 
Should you have any questions before providing consent, I can be reached at the 
following phone number and email address: 
 
Office:  (530) 741-6955 
Cell Phone:  (530) 521-1955 
Email:  aalt@yccd.edu 
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The Supervising Professor and principal investigator for the research study, should you 
need to reach her: 
 Dr. Kathy Geller 
 Kdg39@drexel.edu 
 (916) 213-2790 
 
Dr. Houston, I am well aware of the demands and constraints on your institution and that 
your time is valuable.  In light of those demands, I wish to communicate my sincerer 
gratitude for considering my requests to impose on your institution for my dissertation 
study.  Should you have any questions, please do not hesitate to contact me. 
 
Best regards, 
 
Al Alt 
Vice Chancellor Administrative Services 
Yuba Community College District 
Principle Investigator and Doctoral Candidate, Drexel University 
 
cc:  Dr. Kathy Geller, Committee Chair 
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Management from George Washington University and in School Business Management 
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